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Anarchist movements have been a prominent feature of the twenty-first-century political 
landscape, providing the basis for modes of political engagement that foreground the necessity 
of unmediated direct action and horizontal organisation, in pursuit of the eradication of all 
forms of domination. This thesis frames contemporary anarchist movements and subcultures 
in the United States as sites of literary production, and examines the texts produced in these 
spaces in terms of their literary functions, resonances and inheritances. It proposes as a 
theoretical orientation an anarchist literary instrumentalism, which draws extensively on 
Deleuze and Guattari’s work on representation and the possibilities of a non-representational 
philosophy. This approach takes anarchism’s critique of representation as the basis for a new 
approach to texts which casts them as tools in political struggle. Anarchist texts are read for 
the political effects they produce, and the ways representation is negotiated and, to differing 
extents, evaded. 
In subsequent chapters, attention is turned to a series of formal and generic orientations 
in contemporary U.S. anarchist literature. First, anarcha-feminist “consent zines” are 
considered: do-it-yourself texts that develop responses to abuse and interpersonal violence, and 
in so doing develop an account of an anarchist domesticity. Second, the thesis looks at 
communiqués and report-backs produced by anarchists during the anti-globalisation movement 
of the late 1990s and early 2000s: narrative and reflective texts that describe, in terms that 
manifest the preoccupations of contemporary literature with embodiment and temporality, the 
experience of collective action on the streets. Finally, the thesis turns to texts associated with 
nomadic anarchist “dropout cultures”. These texts, including several published by the 
CrimethInc. collective, are marked by a preoccupation with problems of hypocrisy and 
complicity: how, they ask, can one live an authentically anarchist life amidst the excesses of 




terms suggested by Deleuze and Guattari, follows texts’ effects rather than seeking to evaluate 
them, is both a necessary orientation for comprehending contemporary U.S. anarchist 
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In the early 2010s, first in Italy, then the UK and United States, as the economic crisis started 
to bite and people began to take to the streets, militants—especially but not exclusively 
students—armed themselves with books. Making them out of perspex, polystyrene and wood, 
or simply from whatever objects were to hand, and daubing on them the names of high-theory 
totems, childhood favourites, or texts that provided instruction and sustenance to movements, 
they rushed into combat with them as in a phalanx. They were used to draw battle lines amidst 
baton- and horse-charges, break out of kettles, into occupied spaces, or to hide one’s face from 
police surveillance teams or journalists. In the book bloc, as the tactic became known, texts 
became tools in struggle; the streets were full of books wielded for purposes that were initially, 
but by no means exclusively, defensive in nature—a shield is never just a shield. The book bloc 
spread so widely in part because of the striking images it engendered—the cop trying to put a 
dent in Derrida’s Specters of Marx (see Athanasiou), or red-faced at Huxley’s Brave New 
World, or one strange snapshot from Sussex where Naomi Klein’s No Logo is brandished by 
somebody wearing a banana suit—but also for what it said about literature and about education: 
that they didn’t so much need to be defended from attacks as were themselves the means of 
that defence, and that the best form of defence is attack (see Arts Against Cuts; “Book Bloc’s 
Genealogy”; Figure 1). 
The book bloc, in all its ambivalence, could stand as a symbol for the contention of this 
thesis: that texts may serve as tools in political struggle, or may be refunctioned to serve such 
a purpose, or, if nothing else, that the line between the text and the tool can be blurred in ways 
that are productive for both critique and practice. In its readings of literary artefacts produced 
by anarchist movements in the United States over the last two decades, this thesis learns from 




terms of their political effects. Such an “instrumentalist” approach, which understands texts 
primarily in terms of what they do and what effects they produce, is a way to reorient an 
approach to literature around the ubiquitous anarchist concept of direct action and the anarchist 
critique of representation. This, I argue, is both a necessary bearing for the study of anarchist 
literature and the outcome of a rigorous application of anarchist tenets to the practice of textual 
scholarship. It may be a commonplace to observe that texts gain their meaning from the 
contexts in which they are produced, circulated and read; and it may not be too controversial 
to observe that texts produce effects both in their readers and across society. Yet what is often 
missing from these accounts, and necessarily central to my own project, is politics: the 
possibility that texts’ resonances can serve specific functions in the context of confrontational 
social or political movements. Put differently, it is my wager that W. H. Auden’s sober 
pronouncement that “poetry makes nothing happen” (98) is wrong: at least sometimes, literary 





texts do make things happen, things that ought to happen and are worth making happen. This 
thesis thus explores and disentangles the heterogeneous and diffuse literary production of 
contemporary anarchist movements in the United States, situating these movements as a site 
for the production of literatures that have both responded to the threatscapes of the present and 
articulated possible futures. In so doing it demonstrates the efficacy of an anarchist 
instrumentalist approach. 
These last 20 years, from which the bulk of the anarchist literature discussed in this 
thesis is drawn, have been tumultuous for anarchists. Whereas the twentieth century was 
marked by decades-long periods of diminution and rejuvenation for U.S. anarchism (the 
decline of the workers’ movement and the defeat of revolutionary aspirations in the Spanish 
Civil War; the recrudescence of utopianism associated with the New Left in the 1960s), the 
twenty-first has seen similar peaks and troughs condensed into a much shorter time-frame. The 
high that followed the protests against the World Trade Organization summit in Seattle just 
before the turn of the millennium was quickly followed by the destabilisation of the 9/11 attacks 
and the diversion of anarchist energies to the anti-war movements, which cast its shadow over 
the remainder of the 2010s. Anarchism returned to headlines, and to the popular imagination, 
under the auspices of the Occupy movement in 2011, but Occupy, even more than the anti-
globalisation movement ushered in by Seattle, was beset by internal conflicts and quickly 
petered out. More recently still, the Trump era has seen another renascence of anarchism in the 
form of militant anti-fascism (accompanied by heightened fearmongering and repression), 
from the successful actions against Milo Yiannopoulos at the University of California–
Berkeley in 2017 through to the rebellion that followed the murder of George Floyd in 2020. 
As Gabriel Kuhn observed in February 2021, the continued presence of anarchist influences in 
decentralised, horizontal, direct action-oriented movements like Fridays for Future and Black 




reactionary social movements and the channelling of leftists’ energies into social-democratic 
electoral projects (n.p.). Whereas at the turn of the millennium the existence of an “anarchist 
moment”, or even a looming “anarchist century”, could be confidently proclaimed, in 2021 no 
such confidence is possible—not so much because anarchists are in a uniquely weak position 
as because we know that any position of apparent strength will prove itself contingent and 
unstable. 
While each of these anarchist conjunctures has been the subject of a good deal of 
scholarship, the aspect of contemporary U.S. anarchism foregrounded throughout this thesis 
has been the recipient of much less interest. I am referring here to anarchism as a site of literary 
production: as a space in which political texts with discernible literary inheritances and 
functions are written, compiled, published, circulated, read, interpreted and commented upon. 
Indeed, one argument in the background of the thesis is that anarchist writing has almost always 
been unwittingly literary: the early anarcha-feminist Voltairine de Cleyre was also a poet; her 
contemporary Alexander Berkman was a fearsome rhetorician; Edward Abbey wrote The 
Monkey Wrench Gang (1975), a how-to guide for eco-saboteurs disguised as a novel; black 
blocs compose and disseminate communiqués that are really quite poetic; and so on. That this 
quality of contemporary anarchism has been insufficiently acknowledged is borne out most 
clearly by the fact that of the literary texts examined in this thesis, very few have been the 
subject of any prior scholarly work, and of the small number that have been so discussed 
(concentrated in chapter 4’s discussion of works by the CrimethInc. collective), the number 
considered within literary studies is smaller still. While anarchism has always been enmeshed 
with literary culture, and previous moments in this history have been the subject of some 
literary scholarship (see, for example, Gifford, Kosuch, Weir), the contemporary articulations 
of this imbrication—with a small number of notable exceptions—have not been given their 




representation, however, I will insist throughout the thesis on their inalienably literary quality. 
This is to say, they are examined with reference to literary histories, through close readings, 
and in terms of form and genre: genre in relation to form, and genre and form in relation to 
politics. This thesis will examine genres and forms including sci-fi, cli-fi, the manifesto, the 
communiqué, the zine, the domestic how-to guide, “lyrical realism”, the lyric essay, the 
American nomad narrative, and the list, though this is only a representative selection. 
Anarchist texts remain, of course, political texts with political effects. Such political 
effects, however, are often achieved by virtue of their literary qualities: the literary 
interdigitates with the political, literary form with political formations, such that literature is 
politically generative and politics, counterintuitively, functions at least in part along literary 
lines of flight. As such, the central claims made in this thesis are that reading the literatures of 
contemporary social and political movements can equip literary studies with invaluable tools 
for comprehending and responding to the vicissitudes of the present; and that contemporary 
U.S. anarchism, as a movement that has cultivated a distinct cultural identity through its textual 
production, is a privileged site for such an engagement. 
Having given a sense of the historical framing of this thesis in terms of the fortunes of 
contemporary anarchism, it is worth briefly commenting on its geographic scope. The thesis 
primarily concerns American literature, the literature of American anarchism, but anarchism is 
resolutely internationalist and thus intrinsically international—as a favoured slogan has it, “no 
borders, no nations!” Accordingly, the texts considered in the subsequent chapters sometimes 
stray beyond the U.S.’s borders, and more often than not reject the hegemony of its nationhood. 
Nonetheless, national boundaries are an accepted means of categorisation, and using them is 
ultimately a relatively minor act of submission to reigning authoritarianisms. Further, as we 
shall see especially in chapter 4, national typologies have their uses: insofar as certain anarchist 




tradition, parts of the body of critical work that tries to discern what’s American about 
American literature are especially useful for my purposes. Nonetheless, the thesis is not 
exclusively concerned with texts from the United States (indeed, to the extent that a significant 
proportion of the texts discussed were published anonymously, it would be impossible to 
impose such a restriction). Texts from elsewhere, like the international network of authors of 
“consent zines” (chapter 2), the Italian collective Wu Ming and the British artist and 
psychogeographer Laura Oldfield Ford (both chapter 3), do crop up; as do novels by authors 
who may not (in some cases certainly do not) consider themselves anarchists, such as Richard 
Powers (chapter 1), Don DeLillo and Sunil Yapa (both chapter 3), each of whom occupies a 
distance from anarchist movements that is useful for comparative and contextual purposes. 
Stevphen Shukaitis has suggested that rather than defining anarchist studies narrowly as the 
study of anarchism, anarchist scholars should “disavow anarchism as object of anarchist 
studies” in favour of the elaboration of anarchist minor knowledges (200); while I am not taking 
precisely this route, Shukaitis’ proposal does indicate the necessity of looking beyond 
movements and producers who explicitly identify themselves as anarchist, in pursuit of 
unexpected alliances. 
 
Plan of the thesis 
The thesis commences by outlining its theoretical grounding: its first chapter fleshes out the 
implications of the anarchist literary instrumentalism suggested above in the figure of the book 
bloc, drawing in particular on the critique of representation articulated by Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari. Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari’s work on literature and transposing their 
account of philosophy into the literary sphere, I take from them the anarchistic suggestion that 
tracing, or following, texts’ effects provides a means of reading carefully and politically while 




such an approach through a reading of the literary production of the Olympia Commune, a rail 
blockade and protest camp in Washington state in 2017 which saw the emergence of a number 
of texts that demand to be read as interventions on the question of political and literary 
representation. Having suggested the utility of the instrumentalist approach, I then review and 
respond to other anarchist and anarchistic theories of literature that have considered questions 
of texts’ effects and effectiveness in order to outline the ways my own approach both draws on 
and differs from theirs. 
 Building on this theoretical account, each subsequent chapter deals with a distinct 
movement, moment or topos in contemporary U.S. anarchist literature in light of the ways texts 
are shaped into political tools, and attempts to escape from representation are made. Chapter 2 
considers the body of contemporary anarcha-feminist zines that respond to forms of 
interpersonal violence and abuse which, their authors suggest, sit at the intersection of the 
personal and political. The chapter places these “consent zines” in the history of the literary 
and political construction of an anarchist domesticity: an approach to the space of the home 
and its associated relationships shaped by a distinctively anarchist awareness of the 
omnipresence of violence. Drawing together these formal and political strands, the chapter 
contends that literary form is central to consent zines’ construction of an anarchist vision of the 
domestic; and argues that an approach to literary texts that considers their political resonances 
can show the way consent zines transform a DIY cultural prerogative into a textual DIY 
politics. 
 Returning to the anarchist politics of the street, chapter 3 focuses on communiqués and 
report-backs produced in conjunction with the black bloc tactic, especially in the context of the 
anti-globalisation movement of the late 1990s and early 2000s (the “Seattle moment” discussed 
above). The chapter examines these texts as propagandistic and meditative investigations of 




relation to their accounts of the formation of new subjectivities and affects through collective 
action. The chapter also considers the texts’ practices of cognitive mapping and representations 
of pain, state violence and the ethics of suffering, as they are mediated by the lyrical realist 
novel and the anarchist communiqué respectively. 
Chapter 4 turns its attention to contemporary anarchist “dropout culture” as a 
subcultural literary space. With an emphasis on the anonymous travelogue Evasion (2003), 
published by the CrimethInc. collective, it considers the literary inheritance and political 
resonance of texts describing attempts to live outside the influence of capitalism, or to survive 
off its waste. This inheritance is framed in the terms suggested by D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in 
Classic American Literature (1923), which I argue can provide the grounding for a 
contemporary anarchist or anarchistic approach to American Studies; and by George Orwell’s 
essay “Inside the Whale” (1940), which ruminates on Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer (1934) 
in order to mount a defence of an anarchistic disengagement from the world of formal politics. 
Through contemporary anarchist dropout narratives, the chapter considers the ethical 
complexities of life dependent on waste and the relationship between a politics of exodus and 
a backdrop of overlapping sociopolitical crises. 
Chapter 4 is followed by a brief conclusion in which, drawing together the different 
strands of each chapter, I consider first the question of an anarchist approach to the discipline 
of literary studies, informed by an anarchist critique of the neoliberal university; and second 
the political problems of trying to give an account of the contemporary in the complex and 






Towards an Anarchist Literary Instrumentalism 
 
Anarchism demands an instrumentalist approach to literature because anarchism mobilises a 
hostility to political representation in its various forms: the representative structures of liberal 
democracy, but also the Leninist revolutionary party which purports to represent the working 
class, and, more fundamentally, the idea that any form of state can in any way represent or act 
on behalf of the people that it demands submit to it. For anarchists, each is irredeemably 
interwoven with alienation and authoritarianism. The anarchist critique of representation is not 
limited to the political sphere, however: as Todd May has argued, 
What motivates the critique of political representation is the idea that in giving people 
images of who they are and what they desire, one wrests from them the ability to decide 
those matters for themselves. Representation, in the anarchist tradition, must be 
understood not merely in its political connotations but more widely as an attempt to 
wrest from people decisions about their lives. (48) 
This frank acknowledgement of “the indignity of speaking for others” (Deleuze, in Foucault 
and Deleuze 209) is for May the bridging point between the anarchist and poststructuralist 
traditions that makes possible a “poststructuralist anarchism” (or, as it has since come to be 
known, a postanarchism). May’s formulation, however, raises vexing questions for the study 
of anarchist literature. If anarchism finds representation in all its forms to be an assumption of 
power incompatible with autonomy, the status of literature and art in general is brought into 
question. 
Anarchism fills the void left by political representation by foregrounding the political 
efficacy of direct action: unmediated intervention in the processes that constitute the state and 
capitalism with the ultimate aim of reducing both to ruins. Against forms of mediation or 
representation, anarchism places the onus on individuals and collectives to reshape the world 
we inhabit. In this way anarchism distinguishes itself from the tactical and strategic repertoires 
of both liberalism—voting, signing petitions, or trying to win over agents of the state and 




action, the revolutionary party, is taken to represent the working class, and in turn all humanity. 
In place of these, anarchists have tended to favour modes of political action that directly disrupt 
the forms of social organisation they oppose, from strikes, blockades and occupations to acts 
of sabotage, vandalism and terrorism. In his 1912 tract on direct action the anarcho-syndicalist 
Émile Pouget emphasises the concept’s adaptability: “Direct Action, the manifestation of the 
workers’ strength and determination, shows itself in accordance with circumstance and setting, 
through acts that may well be very anodyne, just as they might as easily be very violent. It is 
simply a matter of what is required” (n.p.). The same open-endedness is more recently 
emphasised by Vicente Ordoñez, for whom “direct action is infinitely multiform and 
unbounded” and fosters “the emergence of that which has hitherto been unknown” (75). Direct 
action emerges, then, as an expansive concept which neither demands nor dismisses violence 
or confrontation, remaining instead open to a multiplicity of possibilities engendered by 
specific political contexts. 
My preliminary hypothesis is that a direct action textual ethic—an instrumentalist 
approach that thinks about texts as pluripotent forms of direct action rather than as mimetic—
is a necessary bearing for an anarchist literary theory. This chapter outlines the features of this 
approach, offers readings of several texts produced by the Olympia Commune, a rail blockade 
in Washington state in 2017, as indicative case studies, and finally responds to possible 
challenges and to other anarchist literary theories that address similar questions. 
 
Deleuze’s toolbox 
The instrumentalist approach has a number of precursors, some anarchist, others perhaps 
anarchistic in nature, and others still at a distance from anarchism.1 Central among these, and 
 
1 Here and throughout I am drawing on a distinction between “anarchist” and “anarchistic” politics broadly similar 
to that introduced by Nathan Jun (“Rethinking” 83, “Deleuze” 85–6). By “anarchist” I mean belonging, explicitly 




one of the most influential, is the work of Deleuze and Guattari, whose account of the nature 
of concepts (which is both a guide to their own work and a proposal for how to read other 
philosophers) contains a suggestive approach to possible instrumentalisations of theoretical 
writing. From my perspective, Deleuze and Guattari’s What Is Philosophy? (1991) is more 
instructive on the question of what philosophy is not than that of what philosophy is. 
Philosophy, they insist, “is not contemplation, reflection, or communication” (6). Philosophy 
is incommensurable with communication insofar as communication, in political thought, 
functions first and foremost as a doomed attempt to create consensus. Philosophy has nothing 
to do with, or at least nothing to be gained from, discussion and debate, and is uninterested in 
producing mutual understanding or agreement: “The best one can say about discussions is that 
they take things no further, since the participants never talk about the same thing” (28). Rather 
than creating consensus, philosophy creates concepts. The definition of philosophy that 
Deleuze and Guattari operationalise in What Is Philosophy? is simple, perhaps deceptively so: 
“philosophy is the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts” (2). “The philosopher”, 
they assert, “is expert in concepts and in the lack of them. He knows which of them are not 
viable, which are arbitrary or inconsistent, which ones do not hold up for an instant” (3). 
Concepts do not appear to the philosopher fully-formed and only in need of uncovering and 
describing, like Platonic forms. Rather, the work of the philosopher is to construct them (5). 
What, though, is a concept? Philosophy is not a species of communication, so the 
concept cannot be part of a communicative gesture. Instead, “[t]he concept ... has no reference: 
 
am referring to the far broader body of theoretical and political developments that draw, often unconsciously, on 
aspects of the anarchist tradition, or bear close resemblance to such aspects. For example, the anti-globalisation 
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it is self-referential ... the concept is not discursive, and philosophy is not a discursive 
formation” (22, emphasis as original). Concepts “freely enter into relationships of 
nondiscursive resonance” (23); that is to say, their relations to one another cannot be 
understood in terms of communication or discourse. How are concepts to be put to work, then, 
in the absence of any communicative capacity? To answer this it is useful to depart from What 
Is Philosophy? and consider earlier work in the Deleuze–Guattari corpus. In a 1980 interview 
Guattari describes the theory or concept as akin to a calculator: 
Imagine that someone offers you a little calculator to perform arithmetical operations. 
Is there communication there? A potential usage is transmitted to you. The 
performances it allows are established as soon as a certain competence relating to its 
use is acquired. In my view, the same thing happens with theoretical expressions that 
should function as tools, as machines, with reference neither to an ideology nor to the 
communication of a particular form of subjectivity. (Guattari, “I Am an Idea-Thief” 22) 
Rather than transmitting an idea or sentiment in a communicative act, to introduce a concept is 
to provide the reader with a tool or machine that performs specific functions. The concept, 
theory or idea is active and interventionist, and valuable only to the extent that it is used. As 
Deleuze and Guattari frame their concern in both volumes of Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 
the question that must be posed is never “what does it mean?” but rather always “how does it 
work?” (Anti-Oedipus 131; A Thousand Plateaus 2). In a discussion with Foucault, Deleuze 
introduces a similar instrumental account of thought: 
A theory is exactly like a box of tools. It has nothing to do with the signifier. It must be 
useful. It must function.... It is strange that it was Proust, an author thought to be a pure 
intellectual, who said it so clearly: treat my book as a pair of glasses directed to the 
outside; if they don’t suit you, find another pair; I leave it to you to find your own 
instrument, which is necessarily an instrument for combat. (Foucault and Deleuze 208) 
Deleuze here deploys the category of theory rather than that of concept, yet for our purposes 
the difference is less important than the proposition that thought—and/or writing—is not to be 





 While Deleuze and Guattari’s account of the functions of philosophical concepts is not 
straightforwardly applicable to literary texts, their instrumentalism of the concept does operate 
in a context marked by a degree of indistinction between the philosophical and the literary and 
an awareness of certain overlaps. Deleuze and Guattari seek to distinguish philosophy from art 
by introducing concepts as its specific and unique concern, and affects as their equivalent in 
art, but this is not an unbridgeable distinction insofar as “the concept as such can be concept of 
the affect, just as the affect can be affect of the concept” (66). Literature, they note, is full of 
“‘half’ philosophers” (Hölderlin, Kleist, Rimbaud, and so on) who inhabit this liminal space 
(67). This point is made plainer still in “What Is the Creative Act?” (1987), where Deleuze 
insists that art shares the fundamentally noncommunicative quality that What Is Philosophy? 
ascribes to the concept: “A work of art has nothing to do with communication. A work of art 
does not contain the least bit of information. In contrast, there is a fundamental affinity between 
a work of art and an act of resistance” (322–3). Elsewhere, responding to critics who chide 
them for an overreliance on literary texts, Deleuze and Guattari argue that “when one writes, 
the only question is which other machine the literary machine can be plugged into” (A 
Thousand Plateaus 3). Reconceived as internally variegated literary machines, texts can be 
placed in direct relation to the philosophical endeavour in ways that resemble the turning of 
texts to anarchist political purposes (see Deleuze, Negotiations 7–8; Deleuze and Guattari, A 
Thousand Plateaus 2–3). As Manola Antonioli observes, for Deleuze and Guattari “literature 
is not a simple terrain in which to apply an already existing philosophical theory, but an 
essential element, a crucial encounter for the elaboration of their thought” (166). 
As an approach to literature, a Deleuzian instrumentalism closely resembles how 
anarchist authors tend to speak about their works, and the modes of reading they tend to 
suggest. Many of the authors interviewed in Margaret Killjoy’s Mythmakers & Lawbreakers, 




Moore’s suggestion that art functions as “propaganda for a state of mind” (52) to Ursula K. Le 
Guin’s hope that her novels would aid in “consciousness-raising” (10). The preface to 
CrimethInc.’s Days of War, Nights of Love (discussed in more depth in chapter 4) expresses 
hope that the reader “will use [the book] as a tool in your own efforts—not just to think about 
the world, but also to change it” (11, emphasis as original). The Curious George Brigade (an 
ephemeral New York anarchist group active in the 2000s) likewise address the reader directly 
when they declare of their Anarchy in the Age of Dinosaurs (2003): “What you hold in your 
hands is not a traditional book. Think of it more as a DNA library or a pair of boltcutters. In 
other words: a dare” (2, emphasis as original). And Edward Abbey—an idiosyncratic, often 
reactionary anarchist, to be sure, but one whose commitment to direct action cannot be 
doubted—prefaced his Desert Solitaire (1968) with a jeremiad to the desecration of the 
American West that concludes by instructing the reader to throw the book “at something big 
and glassy” (xiv). 
For anarchist purposes, it is also significant that Deleuze proposes a relation to the text 
characterised by casual disregard or indifference: in his framing, the text is a pair of glasses to 
be thrown aside if they don’t suit, or a tool to be turned to one’s desired purposes regardless of 
its own inclinations. Guattari likewise identifies himself as “an idea-thief and shuffler of 
second-hand concepts”, and as one whose thought involves “borrowing” from various sources 
(“I Am an Idea-Thief” 23). To the extent that texts are functional rather than communicative, 
a relation of deference to the text is impossible, and an irreverent mode, in which texts are 
operationalised in multifarious contexts by communities of readers, becomes necessary. The 
same insolence is at stake in Deleuze’s famous conception of “the history of philosophy as a 
sort of buggery or (it comes to the same thing) immaculate conception ... as taking an author 
from behind and giving him a child that would be his own offspring, yet monstrous” 




what they cannot use also has a distinct anarchist inheritance: we find Kropotkin enunciating 
an anarchist textual ethic in which “[a] book is not a gospel to be taken in its entirety or to be 
left alone.... It is for us to reflect, to see what it contains that is good, and to reject whatever we 
find erroneous in it” (Preface xii). This, needless to say, does not mean only making use of 
those parts of texts which support our preconceptions; an anarchist approach to the text would, 
on the contrary, cleave to Deleuze and Guattari’s project of making “use of everything that 
[comes] within range, what [is] closest as well as farthest away” (A Thousand Plateaus 1). 
While Deleuze and Guattari’s works are its foremost points of reference, anarchist 
literary instrumentalism is also informed by other developments in literary and cultural theory 
that foreground texts’ effects, including—to give a brief survey—Terry Eagleton’s call for a 
return to rhetoric, perhaps the oldest form of literary criticism, which examines “the kinds of 
effects which discourses produce, and how they produce them” (Literary Theory 179, emphasis 
as original); Alfred Gell’s “‘action’-centred view of art”, in which artworks function as tools 
for various purposes (6, 17, 20–1); and certain developments in ecocriticism that have proposed 
the evaluation of “texts and ideas in terms of their coherence and usefulness as responses to 
environmental crisis” (Kerridge 5; and see Garrard 7, 16). Each of these accounts differ on the 
questions of what kinds of effects they seek and with what ultimate aim, but each can usefully 
supplement a Deleuzian approach and ensure it maintains a grounding in the literary. 
In fact, an anarchist literary instrumentalism in some respects has more in common with 
these other approaches—centrally Eagleton’s and that associated with ecocriticism—than with 
Deleuze and Guattari. Like Eagleton’s Marxist approach, which is based on the recognition 
that literary theory is always already bound up in power, and the ecocritics’, in which texts are 
evaluable in terms of their contribution to the maintenance of a liveable planet, an anarchist 
approach would try to trace specifically political effects. For the study of anarchist literature—




contexts—this is doubly unavoidable. Politics, as I understand it—or, at least, this is the most 
fruitful understanding for an anarchist outlook—has to do with conflict, confrontation and 
contestation; with dissent and disobedience; with what falls outside the bounds of the sayable 
or permissible, or pushes at them. “Politics,” as I use the term in this thesis, has little to do with 
the routine, domesticated conflict of liberal democratic institutions (though it may have 
something to do with their crisis), and much to do with political movements: organised or 
disorganised processes of thought and practice in opposition to the status quo or some aspect 
thereof. Nonetheless, as Deleuze and Guattari remind us—and as we shall see particularly in 
the discussion of consent zines’ accounts of power in chapter 2, and dropout narratives’ 
negotiations with complicity and hypocrisy in chapter 4—it is important not to imagine that 
the properly political coincides with the macropolitical, at the expense of a consideration of 
micropolitics (A Thousand Plateaus 249). All politics is simultaneously macro- and micro-, 
and texts’ political effects likewise may be either or both. 
Nonetheless, rather than uncritically accepting the idea, which I have ascribed above to 
ecocriticism (but which, it should be noted, is by no means universally held to in that field), 
that the role of the critic is to evaluate texts’ effects, an anarchist orientation would be less 
concerned with judging and more with following. I am using this term in the sense suggested 
by Deleuze and Guattari, in which it is opposed to reproducing as the hallmark of itinerant 
sciences (A Thousand Plateaus 433), and expanded upon by Paul Routledge and Jon Simons, 
who propose “following resistance” as a means of studying social movements without 
“taming” them (471, 479). Routledge and Simons suggest following “forgoes the autonomy of 
a fixed perspective in order to chart the course along which it flows, while being borne along 
by the flux of events and the singularities it encounters” (471). As a Deleuzian methodology, 
this is proximate to Elizabeth Vasileva’s proposal for “a more ‘rhizomatic’ approach” to 




(Immanence 11–12). Deleuze elsewhere describes an orientation to texts in the same terms, 
arguing for the need “to take the work as a whole, to try and follow rather than judge it, see 
where it branches out in different directions, where it gets bogged down, moves forward, makes 
a breakthrough” (Negotiations 85). For my purposes, following texts’ effects is an alternative 
to attempting to evaluate them; it is exploratory rather than teleological, rhizomatic rather than 
arborescent, and, crucially, attentive to effects that are unintended or unexpected, as well as to 
the possibility that a text’s negotiations with representation will render it wholly inefficacious. 
As such, an instrumentalist approach, especially one that relies on a non-teleological 
account of anarchism and an open-ended conception of direct action, must be attuned to the 
possibility of misfires, infelicities and dead ends, and the possibility that any given attempt to 
evade representation will fail; it must consider not only fully realised effects but also 
unsuccessful attempts. This closely parallels the argument posed by Judith Butler in Excitable 
Speech (1997), about what she sees as potentially pernicious misuses of J. L. Austin’s account 
of performativity, such as hate speech laws and the U.S. military’s Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell 
policy. A speech act, Butler argues, “can be an act without necessarily being an efficacious 
act” (Excitable 16). That is to say, sexist or racist speech may well do harm to its target, but 
we ought not assume that in every case the speech act hits its mark and is not averted or 
subverted. Arguments that hate speech is always efficacious and never misfires rely on a false 
picture of a sovereign speaking subject, one that fails to account for multidirectional and 
dispersed forms of power, and so “are counter-productive for the thinking of nonstate-centered 
forms of agency and resistance” (19). Butler’s examples reflect political priorities of the 1990s 
that have since faded, but her framing of Austinian performatives can be productively 
transposed as a caveat to a theory of textual instrumentalities. Rather than assuming that 
anarchist texts that try to exhort, instruct or call forth political agencies always do so without 




As Jesse Cohn observes, the possibility of texts going astray is one that troubles 
anarchists in particular: “the ineliminable possibility that what you’ve written ... can take on a 
life of its own or be turned against itself ... is a special risk for anarchists just because the Idea 
is almost universally perceived as so terrifically threatening that it is all but literally 
unthinkable” (Underground 54–5). Consider, for example, the unexpected effects of Alan 
Moore’s anarchist graphic novel V for Vendetta (1982–89), first made into a politically 
ambivalent Hollywood film, then brought back into the ambit of movements by the use of the 
famous Guy Fawkes mask by both anarchists and the conspiracy-theorist “libertarian” right. In 
some cases, anarchist texts’ functionality may even be understood in terms of the non-
performative: texts, such as the declarations of commitments (to “diversity” and the like) 
described by Sara Ahmed, which appear to be performatives but in fact are “useful lies” that 
give the illusion of making things happen, falsely purporting to bring about the effects they 
commit to (116–21). This is not to say that texts’ desired effects are never achieved, though—
indeed, failing to match expectations or desires may mean exceeding them—but only that a 
degree of unevenness or incommensurability is to be expected and acknowledged. 
Despite anarchists’ firmest commitments, then, representation can never be fully 
avoided: consider once more, for example, the book bloc, which is a privileged example of 
texts’ efficacy but in many cases is deployed more for its aesthetic function than its practical 
utility. But if representation tends to survive despite anarchists’ best efforts, this is neither a 
particularly worrying problem nor a new one for anarchists: as Dana M. Williams points out, 
anarchism’s central values of horizontality, decentralisation, direct democracy, and so on, are 
all “ideals and thus are never fully realized in practice” (3). The same is true of anarchists’ 
hostility to the state and capitalism, white supremacy and patriarchy—as I will discuss in 
chapters 2 and 4, anarchists are no less caught up in reproducing these forms of domination 




as there can be no complete freedom, there is no final escape from representation, but this 
knowledge need not weaken opposition to it. As such, anti-representation need not mean doing 
away with representation entirely, but renegotiating it and finding ways to be inside and against 
it. With these important caveats in mind, I will now turn to the literary production of a 
contemporary anarchist political movement as a means to explore this further. 
 
The Olympia Commune I: Contemporary anarchist science fiction and overdetermined 
apocalypse 
On 17 November 2017, around 100 anarchists, indigenous people and other activists 
established a camp spanning two sets of train tracks in downtown Olympia, Washington.2 The 
tracks led to the Port of Olympia, and the camp, referred to by some as the “Olympia Stand” 
and by others as the “Olympia Commune,” doubled as a blockade, preventing rail shipments 
carrying ceramic proppants for use in fracking to the Bakken oil fields of North Dakota, which 
the previous year had been the site of the movement against the Dakota Access Pipeline on the 
Standing Rock Indian Reservation. Taking cues from Standing Rock and the myriad ecological 
movements targeting fossil fuel infrastructure that Naomi Klein groups under the name of 
“blockadia” (This Changes Everything ch. 9), calling back in its name to both the Paris 
Commune of 1871 and the Oakland Commune that emerged out of the Occupy movement in 
California, and invoking particular histories in the Pacific Northwest that would give rise, in 
subsequent years, to Occupy ICE in Portland and Seattle’s Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone, the 
Olympia occupiers recognised the need both to directly circumvent capitalist circulations and 
to use the space behind the barricades to construct alternative forms of sociality. To the surprise 
of many of the blockaders, the encampment lasted 12 days, in which time, and for some time 
after, it produced a body of written work that explicates its theory and practice (or, at least, the 
 




theory and practice of its more militant blockaders). These texts include the zine Commune 
Against Civilization, published in the wake of the camp’s eviction, which collates four 
communiqués with a new introduction and appendix; a satirical list of demands issued on the 
blockade’s tenth day; and the essay “Autonomous, Not Atomized”, published on the anarchist 
website It’s Going Down two days later. In this and the following sections I will take these 
texts as indicative of some of the functions of contemporary U.S. anarchist literature, and, using 
the texts as springboards for discussions of broader formal and generic issues around anarchist 
science fiction, the manifesto form, and the ramifications of anarchist security culture, will 
offer readings that indicate the possibilities of an instrumentalist approach. 
 These texts both respond in observably literary ways to concrete problematics and 
connect those problematics to a broader political vision informed, as the title of Commune 
Against Civilization suggests, by anti-civilisation anarchism, a body of thought roughly 
equivalent to what was known to previous generations as anarcho-primitivism. Their function 
as concrete interventions in no way makes them less valuable as evidence for movements’ 
creative and imaginative capacity: they are creative texts to the extent that they pursue 
particular political effects, and this unique positioning situates them at a point of productive 
tension over the problem of representation. Commune Against Civilization’s component pieces, 
which salvage fragments of “high theory”, anarchist history and sloganeering and place them 
in new conjunctions that emphasise the blockade’s inheritance and self-conception, are a 
compelling example here; but especially interesting for our purposes is the zine’s appendix, a 
work of short fiction entitled “A Letter of Solidarity from the Year 3017”, which takes the form 
of a missive addressed to the blockaders from grateful inhabitants of the far future. 
From the imagined perspective of one thousand years from now, the letter describes 
how the Olympia blockade was “located at a polyphasic rift in the skein of space-time—a thin, 




exist—and in fact your blockade actually helped to widen the time-rift to the point that we 
could get this communication back to you” (57). The idea that the blockade could have 
somehow torn open space-time and allowed this transmission, as well as suggesting something 
of the unique temporalities sometimes associated with street politics (see chapter 3), appears 
remarkably self-congratulatory, ascribing a significance to the action that is not simply 
historical but somehow physical or metaphysical. The narrators tell the blockaders: 
In our time we remember your blockade as one of the many great sites of creative 
rebellion against the accelerating death-drive of your civilization, and as an attempt to 
move beyond both the joyless, often cynical fatalism of the so-called “environmental” 
consciousness of your time and the sickening passivity of your “normal, law-abiding” 
peers. The anti-fracking barricades you helped to maintain are one of the marker-events 
of what we call the Years of Understanding, when many humans began to realize there 
would be no escape from the world they and their ancestors had seriously damaged 
(Commune 58) 
Here the relating of a possible future as if it was the distant past—a rhetorical device familiar 
from anarchist and anarchistic narratives like William Morris’s News from Nowhere (1890) 
and Émile Pataud and Émile Pouget’s Syndicalism and the Co-operative Commonwealth: How 
We Shall Bring About the Revolution (1909)3—is used to imagine the vindication of an 
anarchist repertoire in contrast to both the norms of an extractivist economy and the 
insufficiencies of other environmental tendencies, as well as to situate it historically as a first 
salvo in a much broader process of transformation. 
 The letter frames itself as a response to similar anonymous letters of solidarity 
transmitted between radical movements, such as those addressed to the Olympia Commune 
from accomplices in the California Bay Area (“Solidarity via Sabotoage” [sic]) and from 
Olympia to the ZAD (Zone à défendre, “Zone to defend”), an autonomous zone on the site of 
a proposed airport in northwestern France (“From Olympia”). By fictionalising the form of the 
letter of solidarity—a particular genre of literature that serves to form bonds between 
 
3 A misleading subtitle, as Pataud and Pouget, like Morris, narrate the revolution throughout as though it had 




struggles—and reframing it in temporal rather than spatial terms, the form is brought into 
dialogue with the literary tropes of the science fiction genre. Indeed, the “Letter of Solidarity” 
is part of a long anarchist tradition that runs from nineteenth-century “scientific romances” 
(Cohn, Underground 166–7), through texts like Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974) and the 
1980s cyberpunk fictions of William Gibson and Bruce Sterling, to contemporary novels such 
as Cory Doctorow’s Walkaway (2017) and Margaret Killjoy’s The Lamb Will Slaughter the 
Lion (2017). In its use of an authorial voice that speaks into the present from a far-off future, 
though—a voice described as that of “a collective of free mutants located—not in space, as are 
the origin points of most gestures of solidarity, but in time” (57)—its closest precursor in 
anarchist sci-fi is Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), in which Connie, a New 
York asylum inmate, receives transmissions from the utopian society of the year 2137, 
mediated by a messenger who is also, once Connie herself is transported through time, her 
guide to the new world. Like Woman on the Edge of Time, in which Connie’s guide Luciente 
struggles to understand and acclimatise to the banal evil of Connie’s world, particularly its 
medical apparatus, the letter defamilarises the early twenty-first century by having its narrators 
baulk at horrors we typically take for granted. 
The picture of the future that the “Letter of Solidarity” paints, though, is decidedly not 
that of Piercy’s novel, in which pacific, egalitarian and ecological social relations flourish. 
Whereas Piercy seems at times to base her envisioned future on the wish-list of the eco-feminist 
movements of the 1970s, the letter instead reflects the anxieties and deep unease of the 2010s. 
While Luciente’s society has shaken off the ills with which Connie is familiar, the world of the 
year 3017 is still shaped by 2017’s excesses. One discomfitingly unspecific passage recounts: 
the century following your action will be harder on your human race and our shared 
god-planet than any your people have yet seen—suffice to say that the projections of 
mass die-offs, self-destructive warfare and industrial collapse, and increasing climate 
catastrophe are all in some way going to come to pass ... All lifeforms will continue 
their processes of mutation in response to the toxins, radiations, electrical pollutions 




many new species and Forms: some will be hideously nightmarish, like the acid-blind 
rats of your massive landfills and the super-powerful bacteria which will wipe out so 
many of you, created by your society’s massive reliance on antibiotic medicine; some 
will be grotesquely perfect or specialized, genetically engineered during the years 
before the Blackout to fill some absurd role in the collapsing capitalist economy, like 
pesticide-tolerant corn, ultra-docile cows, and gene-designed humans ... The 
devastating wars, pogroms, concentration camps, refugee crises, rural extermination 
and urban pacification programs your world has been experiencing for so long will 
continue for more generations, and many of your kind will lose all hope. (Commune 
58–9) 
With its strong sense of the future as threatscape, this is a specifically anarchist take on the 
genre that has in recent years been named “climate fiction” or “cli-fi”: fictions that engage in 
a variety of ways with the future prospect and everyday realities of climate change and the 
anthropocene. As Laura Wright observes, cli-fi texts have a long history, but grew significantly 
in both number and critical import in the 2010s (99). Contemporary cli-fi novels like Blake 
Butler’s Scorch Atlas (2009) and Jeff VanderMeer’s Southern Reach Trilogy (Annihilation, 
Authority and Acceptance, all 2014) describe apocalyptic scenarios which manifest in strange, 
unexpected and uneven ways; characters in these novels don’t know why the apocalypses they 
inhabit are occurring or even precisely what it is they’re enduring. These texts refuse to explain 
the catastrophe that has unfolded, and prioritise constructing a tableau of crisis and collapse 
over recounting a narrative of how it came to be. Butler and Vandermeer’s novels, like the 
“Letter of Solidarity,” use the spectre of mutation to suggest unfathomable changes that 
reconfigure the biological substrate of the human subject; in Scorch Atlas a series of plagues 
produce grotesque deformities, whereas in the Southern Reach Trilogy the mysterious “Area 
X” is inhabited by a force that infects those who enter and splices their DNA with that of 
nonhuman creatures. Similarly, in the letter all we know is that the origins of its uncanny 
bestiary—“acid-blind rats,” “super-powerful bacteria,” “gene-designed humans”—lie in 
unremarked-upon facets of everyday life today: landfills, antibiotics, the need “to fill some 




 If contemporary anarchists write about a future in which possibilities for catastrophe 
seem endless, apocalyptic scenarios appear overdetermined, and sources of dread are both 
bafflingly many and simply baffling, it may be because a sense of the force of entangling, 
intersecting and mutually reinforcing forms of domination has been a recurring feature of 
contemporary anarchist thought. Anarchist movements persistently confront a social and 
political system that is, as Sarah van Gelder puts it, “broken in so many ways it’s dizzying to 
try to name them all” (n.p.). As Dana Ward and Paul Messersmith-Glavin observed in 2020, 
anarchists have reason to feel vindicated in a situation where “[t]he grim realities of the climate 
crisis, the coronavirus pandemic, and ongoing police violence have laid bare the inadequacies 
of the current leadership and the existing governing system” (n.p.). Policing, housing, global 
authoritarianisms and ethnonationalisms, “local” crises in health and education; in 2021 all 
intersect and reinforce one another, and do so against the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(which reinforces forms of state violence and engenders opposition) and climate change (which 
is itself a mesh of reinforcing phenomena, a set of feedback loops—microplastics, extinction, 
forever chemicals, denialism, the market’s pursuit of extreme solutions, “green” or otherwise—
and will come to reinforce state violence too in due course). It would be reasonable to refer to 
this as an apocalypse; in Matthew J. Wolf-Meyer’s terms, an “apocalypse [that] is never 
singular; it is always multiple” (4). As Deborah Cowen suggested in 2017, observing the 
convergence of Standing Rock, a national prison strike, the poisoning of Flint, Michigan, and 
the emergence of an indigenous movement against tar sands extraction, “blockadia” has been 
the foremost site on which these overlapping crises have spilled over into political conflict 
(n.p.).  
Anarchists are not alone in confronting such a terrain, but anarchist literature is more 
prone to apprehend its contours by virtue of the anarchist ethic of hostility to all forms of 




enormously from the utopianism of Woman on the Edge of Time, and takes its leave from 
commonplaces like that of Jeff Shantz, for whom anarchist speculative fiction focuses “on 
raising the imagination, inspiring new worlds, new ways of being” (Against 13). Rather than 
adopting this affirmative mantra—the claim, so often found in critical work on sci-fi, that the 
genre’s prime function is to aid in the imaginative construction of alternative societies—
contemporary anarchist sci-fi, with its insistence on facing up to contemporary complexities 
rather than escaping them, is decidedly negative. Anarchism’s attentiveness to the messy 
overlaps between different catastrophes and different forms of violence could be framed in 
terms of intersectionality (see Lazar), but may be better understood as an anarchist ethic of 
total liberation: the idea that human liberation requires animal liberation and earth liberation, 
since the freedom of all is a prerequisite for the freedom of one, and sustainability is a 
prerequisite for the freedom of any (Pfeffer and Parson 135–6). Total liberation would mean 
framing interwoven crises in terms of anarchist horizons and crafting responses to each topos 
of struggle that relate both to their interconnections and to anarchist principles. Total liberation 
in the face of overdetermined apocalypse may be paradoxically proximate to its own 
impossibility, and to an anarchist nihilism or “nihilist communism”, in which the omnipresent 
problem of the barriers to revolution is answered in terms of the likelihood of catastrophe and 
collapse (see Desert, Monsieur Dupont)—as the letter puts it, the realisation that there can be 
“no escape from the world [21st-century humans] and their ancestors had seriously damaged” 
(Commune 58). Total liberation as the underlying principle of contemporary anarchist sci-fi 
also returns us to the fundamental problem of representation: to take forms of domination to 
be inextricable from one another is to set oneself against something intangible and 
incomprehensible, something which evades representation. In this regard, the anarchist critique 
of representation is reframed: as we shall see in subsequent chapters, it is often not so much 




themselves caught up in representation nonetheless. As such, representation persists, doing so 
here in the form of a weird and self-aggrandising sci-fi story appended to a short volume of 
hyperbolic communiqués. Although the anarchist desire to evade representation, and to 
conceive of texts instead as tools or weapons, meshes with overlapping crises’ evasion of 
representability, representation continues nonetheless. 
 Reading contemporary anarchist sci-fi and the “Letter of Solidarity from the Year 
3017” as motivated by an ethic of total liberation also returns us to the text’s glimpses of 
possibilities for resistance. The letter is still, after all, a letter of solidarity, a statement of 
alliance and common purpose. Its self-congratulatory quality, framing the 2017 action as 
epoch-making and transformative, has been noted above; in keeping with this, it also tells its 
reader that 
EVERYTHING IS ALWAYS BEGINNING ... Many of the enemies of freedom and 
wildness of your time—like the Police, the Technocrats, the Patriarchs, and the 
Consumers—will be wiped out in the centuries that follow your own ... Many will 
approach your rebel bases and claim that the hour is too late, that the megamachine 
can’t be stopped, that one train won’t tip the scales, that it’s already over. From our 
perspective one thousand years in the future, however, sitting as we do among the 
massive trees and fungal gardens and meteor scars and stone shrines which now overlay 
this train track you are blocking, nothing could be further from the truth. Every single 
action mattered. (Commune 60) 
Overlapping crises of necessary entail overlapping struggles; as Ward and Messersmith-Glavin 
narrate the events of 2020, “[p]eople are responding with care, cooperation and mutual aid 
amidst the calamity of the coronavirus pandemic, the frenzy of police brutality and the recent 
devastating forest fires” (n.p.). This conjunction of crises need not inhibit or forestall resistance 
shaped by this anarchist duality of love and rage, of which texts are part: cli-fi is not, as Graeme 
Hayes supposes, always politically paralysing, relying “on the continued absence of collective 
political agency, telling us that it is ultimately only the weather that will bring social change” 
(n.p.). To argue that contemporary anarchist sci-fi relays conditions of permanent crisis, then, 




texts: the fact that what is relayed is in itself a problem of representation, and that political 
action remains on the horizon, complicates this picture. The proliferation of crises and threats 
in late modernity has still other effects on anarchist textual production; some of these are 
discussed in the following section. 
 
The Olympia Commune II: The politics of no demands and anarchist anti-manifestos 
The refusal to make demands of the state is a common feature of contemporary radical politics: 
movements are increasingly less inclined to insist on different or better government, and more 
likely to plot a trajectory away from the state’s institutions and expectations. This tendency 
may be motivated by any of a variety of beliefs: that the state is fundamentally illegitimate, 
that regardless of its legitimacy it is incapable of delivering social justice, or that militant 
confrontation with the state is more likely to achieve agreeable results than the articulation of 
demands. It may also be motivated by a refusal to offer a blueprint, programme or end-point 
for revolutionary change, or the sense that such change will of necessity take on forms that 
cannot be known in advance. Judith Butler, for example, responding especially to the 
occupation of Tahrir Square in the 2011 Egyptian revolution, has argued that certain 
configurations of bodies in political formations “signify prior to, and apart from, any particular 
demands they make” (Notes 8). For Butler, these moments of assembly “are anarchist moments 
or anarchist passages, when the legitimacy of a regime or its laws is called into question, but 
when no new legal regimen has yet arrived to take its place” (Notes 75). Butler frames this 
corporeal politics, in which political meanings emerge from purely nonlinguistic collective 
behaviour, as occurring prior to the formation of demands, but this need not be the case: if 
assembled bodies are always already saying something, then the production of demands may 




Refusal to issue demands has a long anarchist history, which includes its central role in 
the anti-globalisation movement of the late 1990s and early 2000s (the focus of chapter 3). In 
relation to that movement’s pursuit of a “non-hegemonic” mode of politics, Richard J. F. Day 
argues that in place of the feedback loop that occurs when one makes a demand and awaits a 
response, thereby inducing further demands and affirming the legitimacy of the state, what is 
needed are “responses that preclude the necessity of the demand and thereby break out of the 
loop” (89). 2009 saw the emergence of the slogan “occupy everything, demand nothing”, which 
was taken up by the movement against fee hikes at the University of California (Clover, 
“Coming” 95). The slogan resurfaced two years later in the Occupy movement; however, as 
Susan Kang observes, that movement’s apparent lack of demands in fact concealed the 
presence of a multiplicity of varied demands, none of which acquired a hegemonic position 
within the movement (82). The politics of refusing to issue demands, Kang shows, is a strategy 
for respecting a movement’s internal diversity: it is not a matter of standing for nothing, but 
rather of calling for as many changes to the status quo as there are participants in the movement. 
In this way, contemporary movements’ demandlessness is intrinsically connected to the 
problematic of overlapping crises and overdetermined apocalypse described above: as an 
observation by Sarah van Gelder, quoted above, continues, the fact that “[t]he system is broken 
in so many ways that it’s dizzying to try to name them all ... is part of the reason why the 
Occupy movement hasn’t created a list of demands. The problem is everywhere and looks 
different from every point of view” (n.p.). Contemporary anarchist sci-fi is shaped by the 
encounter with a crisis that is inconceivably vast, in which too many things are broken in too 
many ways, and the same sense underpins contemporary movements’ refusal to issue demands. 
 Against this political backdrop, the Olympia Commune is distinctive for not only 
refusing to make demands, but also formulating a satirical refutation of the demand to issue 




transgressions: being unrealistic” (13, emphasis as original). Accordingly, in a letter to the city, 
the blockaders write: 
our demands are innumerable; here are just a few: 
1. make the port a beach again 
2. blow up the sun 
3. the complete destruction of time itself 
4. a brick for every window 
5. a wrecking ball 
6. that, while science still exists, one of us be endowed with an Adamantium laced 
skeleton 
7. a swift and brutal end to the exploitation commonly referred to as “science” 
8. the destruction of all dams, and the return of the salmon 
9. no motor boats ever again 
10. that fascists and politicians spontaneously combust 
11. compost the police 
12. release of all prisoners and the Total Destruction of prison, in all of its forms 
13. cessation of all space exploration 
14. the return of the Tasmanian wolf, the aurochs, the dodo bird, the coral reefs, and all 
other creatures and habitats that have ceased to be 
15. the wilderness 
16. total freedom 
17. 
18. the liquidation of Pacific Union’s assets, to be equally distributed among all 
children 
19. mandatory clown uniforms for all Olympia parking employees 
20. that steve hall fight a bear4 (“Olympia Commune Makes Demands” n.p.) 
The refusal to make demands is the manifestation of anarchism’s anti-representational ethic on 
both political and literary terrains: to make demands is to take for granted, and to risk 
reaffirming, the representative role of the state and its ability to meaningfully respond. As A. G. 
Schwarz argues, anarchists refuse to make demands because they see state power as 
reproducing itself by occupying “the role of mediator and protagonist ... by making itself heard 
and making itself necessary, to the point where people cannot imagine a solution to a social 
problem that is not tailored first and foremost to the needs of state” (6). That is to say, whether 
one makes demands that one sincerely hopes the state can meet, or makes transitional demands 
that one knows the state cannot fulfil, the state remains the locus of politics. Simultaneously, 
 




to codify demands is to render desire static; to refuse to demand, or to demand with no respect 
for realism or common sense, is to acknowledge desire’s unruliness and mutability. 
Formally, the Olympia Commune’s demands can be situated in the tradition of the 
political-literary genre of the manifesto, which has been consistently theorised, in 
instrumentalist terms, as a type of text that produces effects: as Martin Puchner observes, 
“[p]olitical manifestos are texts singularly invested in doing things with words, in changing the 
world” (5). For Puchner, who draws here on Austin’s account of performativity, manifestos 
are a unique form of political writing that blurs the line between word and deed: “the manifesto 
wants not only to challenge authority through revolutionary speech but also to turn this speech 
into an actual instrument of change” (23). Referring to Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto 
(1848), Puchner argues that the manifesto is the putting-into-practice of Marx’s famous 
eleventh thesis on Feuerbach, which holds that “[t]he philosophers have only interpreted the 
world, in various ways; the point is to change it” (Puchner 1–2). Janet Lyon’s study of the 
manifesto as a quintessentially modern form similarly contends that “the manifesto both 
generates and marks a break in history: it is both a trace and a tool of change” (16); while Mary 
Ann Caws has described the form as “a document of an ideology, crafted to convince and 
convert” (xix)—that is to say, a text always produced with a particular function in mind. The 
feminist manifesto, Felicity Colman argues, “wants to take action, to intervene, to re-imagine 
and reconfigure the forms of current existence” (385), and, true to these aspirations, manifestos 
tend to be produced and read in contexts of political upheaval; as Luca Somigli points out, “[i]f 
the last two centuries have been an age of revolutions ... then they have also been an age of 
manifestoes” (22). This performative quality makes the manifesto, like the sci-fi genre in which 
the “Letter of Solidarity” partakes, a form oriented toward the future; in each case the Olympia 




 Puchner also notes, though, drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s critique of Austin, that the 
performativity of the manifesto is inseparable from the question of power and authority. 
Austin’s examples of performative utterances are spoken by judges, priests or political leaders, 
whereas one of the functions of the revolutionary manifesto is to establish a new source of 
authority (Puchner 24). This raises certain questions for the possibility of an anarchist 
manifesto: even if the form is defined by seeking authority rather than exerting it, is it 
reconcilable with a politics defined first and foremost by opposition to all forms of domination? 
The Communist Manifesto looms large in accounts of the manifesto form, but there also exists 
an anarchistic counter tradition in manifesto writing, one that dates back at least to the French 
Revolution and today has more or less completely displaced the traditional manifesto. This is 
the form, similar to Kathi Weeks’ “critical manifesto” (228–9), Caws’ “meta-manifesto” 
(xxix), and Michael Shane Boyle’s “ironic manifesto” (25), which I will refer to as the anti-
manifesto. The anti-manifesto is “anti” in a similar sense to that which Nicholas Thoburn 
attributes to the “anti-book”, which “is a work of writing and publishing that critically 
interrogates its media form ... a self-reflexive textual work” (1). In the same way, the anti-
manifesto is a text which situates itself within and against the trappings of the manifesto form: 
it draws on its tropes and features, its “particular hortatory rhetorical style” (Lyon 13) and its 
deep interest in the political effects that might be produced by the text, but is simultaneously 
opposed to both the authority the text pursues through its attempt to construct and represent a 
collective political subject, and the authority of the state or other representative institutions 
which is reconfirmed by the issuing of demands. Rather than simply subverting or modifying 
the manifesto form while keeping its purpose and function intact, as in Weeks’, Caws’ and 
Boyle’s accounts, however, the object of the anti-manifesto’s ire is the form itself, and its 
associated programmatic politics (see Thoburn 26). If, as Puchner proposes, the manifesto is a 




deems “insurrectionary”: one that discontinues, rather than reiterates, the structure that grounds 
it, inheriting a form from its forebears only to subvert and toy with it (Excitable 145). In the 
same way that lexemes like “freedom” and “democracy” are reworked and resignified when 
taken up as rallying cries by people hitherto denied recourse to them (Butler, Excitable 157–
8), the manifesto is transformed into the anti-manifesto when its form is turned against its own 
prior uses. 
In a contemporary context where the traditional laying-out of grievances or issuing of 
demands has lost much of the status it once had, the anti-manifesto remakes the manifesto form 
by sabotaging it: it turns the manifesto against itself, using its familiar rhetorical strategies for 
unlikely or opposed purposes. If, as Colman suggests, “[t]he manifesto shares some 
components of its social modality with that of ... the public protest march or the online petition” 
(376), the anti-manifesto is closer to carnivalesque, ludic or playfully defiant forms of protest—
such as Reclaim the Streets, activist theatre groups and the giant papier-mache puppets used in 
some anti-globalisation mobilisations (see Graeber, “On the Phenomenology”; Shepard; 
Shantz, Living Anarchy 93–114): it abandons the pretence of unity and political seriousness 
and instead embraces multiplicity and disorder. 
 Tristan Tzara’s “Dada Manifesto” (1918) is a canonical example of the anti-manifesto. 
Tzara rails: “To proclaim a manifesto you have to want: A.B.C., thunder against 1,2,3, lose 
your patience and sharpen your wings to conquer and spread a’s, b’s, c’s little and big, sign, 
scream, swear, arrange the prose in a form of absolute and irrefutable evidence” (297). Lyon 
reads Tzara’s manifesto as an “exfoliation of the manifesto form”, defined by its “embellishing 
and demolishing most of the rhetorical traits by which we know the form” (41). This quality 
of embellishing and demolishing defines the anti-manifesto: it situates itself firmly within the 
genre, thus laying claim to its capacity to produce effects, while simultaneously undercutting 




a manifesto and I don’t want anything, I say however certain things and I am on principle 
against manifestoes, as I am also against principles ... I am writing this manifesto to show that 
you can do contrary actions together, in one single fresh breath” (300–1). Tzara can, then, also 
be read as a progenitor of the anarchistic politics of no-demands discussed above, and more 
specifically as one who preempts the charges of contradictoriness or unseriousness to which 
the Olympia Commune demands later responded. 
 The radical literature of parts of the 1960s New Left also provides a rich vein of 
experimentation in the anti-manifesto tradition. The manifesto of the White Panther Party 
(WPP), for example, calls itself a manifesto but actually rejects all the genre’s trappings in 
favour of articulating a nihilistic, sometimes gleefully childish, politics of pure rage and 
hostility to a banal culture: 
Money sucks. Leaders suck. Underwear sucks. School sucks. The white honkie culture 
that has been handed us on a plastic platter is meaningless to us! We don’t want it! Fuck 
God in the ass. Fuck your woman until she can’t stand up. Fuck everybody you can get 
your hands on. Our program of rock and roll, dope, and fucking in the streets is a 
program of total freedom for everyone. And we are totally committed to carrying out 
our program. We breathe revolution. We are LSD-driven total maniacs in the universe. 
We will do anything we can to drive people crazy out of their heads and into their 
bodies. (“White Panther Manifesto” 176–7) 
While the WPP’s free-love politics here leads them in directions that are ultimately 
misogynistic, the anti-manifesto was also a tool of feminist movements in the long 1960s. Most 
prominent among the feminist manifestos of this period was Valerie Solanas’ SCUM Manifesto 
(1967), which rejects reformist approaches to politics and demands visceral forms of direct 
action: 
SCUM will not picket, demonstrate, march or strike to attempt to achieve its ends. Such 
tactics are for nice, genteel ladies who scrupulously take only such action as is 
guaranteed to be ineffective.... SCUM, being cool and selfish, will not subject to getting 
itself rapped on the head with billy clubs; that's for the nice, ‘privileged, educated’, 
middle-class ladies with a high regard for the touching faith in the essential goodness 
of Daddy and policemen. If SCUM ever marches, it will be over LBJ’s stupid, sickening 
face; if SCUM ever strikes, it will be in the dark with a six-inch blade.... SCUM is 




Solanas’ anti-manifesto works to undercut the “nice, genteel” manifesto that addresses 
demands to a (male) authority figure, which it frames as indistinguishable from strategies of 
peaceful protest or accountable civil disobedience that ultimately take for granted the 
benevolence of the state. 
 Explicitly anarchist manifestos are relatively few in number, but it should be noted that 
of those that do exist, not all can be considered anti-manifestos. Anselme Bellegarrigue’s 
“Anarchy Is Order” (1850), sometimes published under the title “The Anarchist Manifesto” or 
“The World’s First Anarchist Manifesto,” draws on the paratactical form of the traditional 
manifesto to deductively make its case: 
Who says anarchy, says negation of government; 
Who says negation of government says affirmation of the people; 
Who says affirmation of the people, says individual liberty; 
Who says individual liberty, says sovereignty of each; 
Who says sovereignty of each, says equality; 
Who says equality, says solidarity or fraternity; 
Who says fraternity, says social order. (59) 
While a certain iconoclastic joy in the undoing of common-sense associations is present here, 
the structure and approach of Bellegarrigue’s text is that of the traditional manifesto rather than 
the anti-manifesto. Contemporary anarchist manifestos, however, more frequently foreground 
aspects of the anti-manifesto: Timothy C. May’s “Crypto Anarchist Manifesto” (1992), for 
example, is an early articulation of a cyber-anarchist sensibility which borrows from the Marx–
Engels manifesto, beginning “[a] specter is haunting the modern world, the specter of crypto 
anarchy” (61) and concluding: 
just as a seemingly minor invention like barbed wire made possible the fencing-off of 
vast ranches and farms, thus altering forever the concepts of land and property rights in 
the frontier West, so too will the seemingly minor discovery out of an arcane branch of 
mathematics come to be the wire clippers which dismantle the barbed wire around 
intellectual property. 
Arise, you have nothing to lose but your barbed wire fences! (T. C. May 63) 
CrimethInc.’s To Change Everything: An Anarchist Appeal (2014) points to the opportunities 




as a printed booklet and a high-concept web page. Each screen features blocks of text alongside 
a series of short statements laid over images of a huddle of politicians, a molotov mid-throw, 
and the Tank Man of Tiananmen Square. The use of the digital format to articulate a nonlinear 
manifesto that can be read in several ways is shared by other contemporary anti-manifestos 
such as Xenofeminism: A Politics for Alienation (2018) by Laboria Cuboniks (published in 
print as The Xenofeminist Manifesto), which articulates a posthuman feminism through a series 
of brightly-coloured web pages which the reader can traverse in any direction. 
 Examples of the anti-manifesto that predate Tzara can also be identified. Kristin Ross 
notes that The Right to Laziness (1880), the French communist Paul Lafargue’s still-influential 
denunciation of work, was written as a parody of the 1848 Droit au travail and its celebration 
of the “right to work” (Emergence 60). Like May’s subversion of the Communist Manifesto, 
Lafargue before him constructs a political manifesto by caricaturing an earlier document. 
Earlier still, the French revolutionary and playwright Olympe de Gouges published her 
“Declaration of the Rights of Woman” in 1791, two years after the “Declaration of the Rights 
of Man” which it parodied (Lyon 46). De Gouges turned the form of the original declaration 
around onto itself to highlight its privileging of men, mimicking each of its seventeen articles 
to demand the extension of democratic rights to women. In the American anti-manifesto 
tradition, such direct parody most often takes the form of subversions of the Declaration of 
Independence. The final point of the Black Panther Party’s Ten-Point Program (1967), for 
example, reproduces the introduction to the Declaration, but inflects it with an altogether 
different meaning by virtue of its placing at the end of a list of anti-racist demands and 
proclamations (qtd. in Bloom and Martin 70–73). Like Jorge Luis Borges’ short story “Pierre 
Menard, Author of the Quixote” (1939), in which Don Quixote is imbued with entirely new 
qualities when rewritten word-for-word in the twentieth century, the very same text comes to 




Panthers were far from the only radical group to rewrite the United States’ founding document: 
as Philip Foner has observed, the Declaration has been used and abused for two centuries by 
feminist, socialist and African-American civil rights groups who couched their radical demands 
in its hegemonic language (32–3). Anti-manifestos’ use of aspects of traditional or canonical 
manifestos, then, need not always be a form of mockery or opposition; it can instead be an 
approach that broadens and deepens the politics of the original text by exposing its 
contradictions. 
 Another of the functions of the traditional manifesto is to create or cohere a collective 
subject. This is closely related, Lyon suggests, to the simultaneous emergence of the manifesto 
and the bourgeois public sphere, such that “the manifesto addresses and at the same time elicits 
an entity called the People” (2). As the manifesto form becomes dominant at the time of the 
French Revolution, “‘we’ becomes ... a rhetorical device to evoke audiences, and to mark the 
distance in ideological ground between those created audiences and their scripted oppressor” 
(Lyon 23–4, emphasis as original). In producing a People or a we the manifesto typically tries 
simultaneously to empower that subject: as Somigli describes it, “to perform rhetorically what 
it professes as its aim, the transformation of ‘the people’ into the subjects of their own history” 
(45). For Puchner and Weeks, the Communist Manifesto, which seeks to convoke the proletariat 
as a revolutionary force, is the clearest example of this function (Puchner 31, Weeks 218). 
Anarchist anti-manifestos both dissemble and disassemble in this regard: they lie and act up, 
and, simultaneously, they take apart subjects as much as they construct them. “What Is the 
Provotariat?”, a short undated statement by the 1960s Dutch radical group Provo, indicates 
something of the anti-manifesto’s attitude toward the manifesto’s convocational role. It 
engages in a parodic form of subjectivation that, at least in name, directly mimics that of Marx 
and Engels: 
What is the Provotariat? Provos, beatniks, pleiners, nozems, teddy-boys, rockers, 




bombers.... Those who don’t want a career and who lead irregular lives; those who 
come from the asphalt jungles of london, paris, amsterdam, new york, moscow, tokyo, 
berlin, milan, warsaw and who feel ill-adapted to this society.... The Proletariat ... has 
joined its old enemy, the bourgeoisie, and now constitutes with the bourgeoisie a huge 
grey mass. The new class opposition in our countries is the Provotariat against this 
mass. (Provo 22) 
The Provotariat resembles a class category or a traditional revolutionary subject, but rejects the 
totalising or unifying purposes of such a category; by claiming that the traditional Marxist class 
antagonism has collapsed into an undifferentiated mass, and defining the Provotariat as a 
multitude comprising a variety of groups of urban outcasts, the Provo anti-manifesto creates a 
new collective subject that lacks any authoritative or unifying force. 
The Olympia Commune’s unsigned list of demands similarly sidesteps the issue of a 
collective subject by addressing itself from the perspective of “some of us at the Olympia 
Commune”, and is joined by the movement’s other texts in calling into question the capacity 
of any author or work to represent the movement’s politics or its affective dimensions. This 
should not be surprising, though, as the literary context from which the Olympia Commune’s 
demands emerge is one in which, as we have seen, the anti-manifesto is more common and 
more numerous than the traditional manifesto—in which the manifesto form is more commonly 
played with than played straight. To construct a manifesto that problematises the possibility of 
a collective subject is an anti-authoritarian gesture: by refusing or refuting the capacity to 
represent—favouring instead the direct action textual ethic—the texts simultaneously 
circumvent the possibility of arriving at a definitive or authoritative account. The attempt to 
construct an anti-authoritarian model of authorship, as relayed and reshaped by anarchist 
practices of anonymity and security culture, is the subject of the next section. 
 
The Olympia Commune III: Security culture and the prevention of anarchist literature 
In a similar move to the anti-manifesto’s refusal to imbue a text with authority, the short essay 




irreducible multiplicity of the Olympia Commune, and calls for the abandonment of authorial 
authority and of any attempt to speak on behalf of the movement. The author (who is of course 
anonymous) affirms that the strength of the movement lies in its internal diversity and 
contestation: 
what i would like to be known is this: the blockade is not monolithic. the blockade is 
not molar. the blockade is not univocal. the blockade does not have one message, but 
rather many. 
when i say this, i am not speaking for the camp, but rather about it, from a 
singular perspective i might add. the distinction may seem small, but in reality it is not. 
while those present are unified in certain regards, we are diverse in others. it is 
the strong opinion of this writer, as well as at least a few others within the camp, that 
this simple fact does not constitute weakness, or hinder our movement, but instead is 
an invaluable asset to our attempt to build an autonomous community. 
i, for one, greatly prefer the lively debates and greater autonomy of an 
ideologically and tactically diverse group to the imposition of a false unity. 
(“Autonomous” n.p.) 
This positive disunity is inseparable from questions of authorship and representation. The 
author’s awareness of their own position, and their hope not to be read as a representative or 
spokesperson, runs through the above-quoted passage; they continue by addressing the same 
point to “members of the media/general public” and others writing about the encampment. The 
former are instructed that “none of the communiqués that have previously been issued from 
members of the blockade represent the community as a whole”, while the latter are asked to 
“please, please, please preface your statement with a disclaimer that you are not speaking for 
the group as a whole. in addition, please make sure that your messaging is composed in a 
manner that is conscientious to the fact that you are speaking only for yourselves” 
(“Autonomous” n.p.). The didactic tone of this injunction and its apparent interest in matters 
of “messaging” are used to subvert didacticism and the logic of public relations: instead of a 
practice that would prioritise unity or coherence, the author calls for awareness and 
acknowledgement of the movement’s real diversity, and rejects efforts to smooth over its 




Why does “Autonomous, Not Atomized”, one of the more gnomic documents of the 
Olympia Commune, feel the need to intervene on this problem? The author’s priority appears 
to be to discredit, and in so doing to disempower, prior texts issued in the name of the 
Commune, texts which they argue give a false impression of the movement’s unity and “molar” 
quality (like other Olympia Commune texts, the essay places the vocabulary of “high theory”, 
such as the Deleuzian distinction between the “molar” and “molecular”, in dialogue with 
movement practicalities). In rejecting those texts, they call for something approaching Day’s 
proposal for a “non-hegemonic” politics, discussed above, in which a move beyond the politics 
of demand is part of a broader reaction against the idea movements ought to seek “totalizing 
effects” (45). For “Autonomous, Not Atomized,” as for Day, movements ought to be content 
to negate forms of power and should not fall into the trap of offering a systematic or 
comprehensive vision of an alternative. A central part of the formal or literary politics of such 
a project, found throughout the Olympia Commune texts, is the tactical use of anonymity 
and/or pseudonymity. Where texts are signed—as indeed the “Letter from the Year 3017,” the 
list of demands, and “Autonomous, Not Atomized” all are—the pseudonyms are typically 
fantastical or ridiculous. Anonymity or pseudonymity is a way to put into practice the non-
hegemonic politics, or becoming-molecular, for which the essay calls. 
This is not the only purpose anonymity serves in contemporary anarchist movements, 
however. Strategies of anonymity in anarchist literature can also be read as manifestations of 
the body of anarchist practices grouped under the name of “security culture”. Security culture 
is anarchists’ means of preventing or circumventing state surveillance, whether performed by 
interlopers or by technology, by placing limits on what is said, where and to whom (Portwood-
Stacer 12; C. M. Robinson 240). It involves, for example, not disclosing one’s full name or 
other identifying information, or boasting about one’s past experience of direct action (Parson 




communication which, it is hoped, functions unconsciously without needing to be delineated 
in every instance (Coldsnap Legal Collective 53).5 The two functions of anonymity in 
“Autonomous, Not Atomized”—resisting molar politics and resisting surveillance—are 
closely connected: as Deleuze observes, “[w]riting is inseparable from becoming: in writing 
one ... becomes-molecule to the point of becoming-imperceptible” (Essays 1). 
To the extent that security culture concerns what cannot be said or written, it seems 
inevitably to preclude or prohibit certain forms of anarchist literature. If security culture 
constitutes a set of restrictions, and especially if it is to be internalised and go unsaid, it emerges 
as one element of practical anarchist politics that orients anarchist literature away from 
representation and toward a textual ethic of direct action. Such restrictions cut most severely 
against hopes for anarchist movements and communities to cultivate storytelling cultures, in 
which continuity is assured by a common inheritance in narrative form. Yet anarchist texts are 
produced and do, unevenly, represent. Rather than preventing anarchist writing, then, security 
culture instead facilitates and imposes a certain form on it. Deleuze’s suggestion that it is 
through writing that one becomes-molecular and becomes-imperceptible points to the 
constitutive tension of security culture that makes it of central interest to scholars of anarchist 
literature: that, despite appearing to place prohibitions and restrictions on speech and language, 
it is in fact enormously generative of writing. Security culture reflects an incipient literary 
instrumentalism: texts are shaken by the awareness that they have political effects, and the fear 
that their effects will be pernicious is what determines their form. 
That security culture is productive rather than repressive of speech is indicated by the 
proliferation of anarchist how-to guides on the subject: it is addressed in Security Culture: A 
 
5 Security culture concerns may have been especially pronounced in Olympia and the broader Pacific Northwest 
in 2017 following the imprisonment in 2012 of several Seattle-based anarchists for contempt of court after they 
refused to cooperate with an investigation into property damage during a protest earlier that year (see Kiley, 




Handbook for Activists (2000) and the Coldsnap Legal Collective’s Need to Know Basis 
(2008); and appears in Dave Foreman and Bill Haywood’s Ecodefense (1985), the Earth First! 
Direct Action Manual (1997), the anonymous Mass Action Handbook (2004), and the 
CrimethInc. collective’s A–Z guide Recipes for Disaster: An Anarchist Cookbook (2004), 
which features a section on security culture (461–73) nestled between those on sabotage, 
screenprinting, sex and smoke bombs. This section has been reproduced as a zine in its own 
right (entitled What Is Security Culture? A Guide to Staying Safe) and on the CrimethInc. 
website (CrimethInc., “What Is Security Culture?”); the group’s extensive work on the subject 
originates, no doubt, in the FBI’s use of CrimethInc. convergences as opportunities to meet 
and entrap anarchists (CrimethInc., “Towards”). Security culture is also explained and 
maintained through literary and cultural formations: in 2009, for example, Earth First! took a 
security culture puppet show on the road across the United States (CrimethInc., “Security”), 
while Elle Armageddon has more recently penned pieces on the security-culture lessons to be 
learned from the films Mad Max: Fury Road and Inglourious Basterds (Armageddon, 
“Operational Security”, “POPSEC”). These reflect the conclusion reached by Abby Peterson, 
who draws on Erving Goffman to argue that secrecy in militant groups is a “communicative 
event”; in other words, that the content of a secret is of secondary importance to the measures 
taken to conceal or unveil it (105). Peterson’s suggestion that animal liberation and anti-fascist 
groups’ use of secrecy functions mostly to reinforce “a sense of superiority” among activists 
(114) may be too condescending to be convincing, but does suggest something of the 
productive aspect of security culture practices, in which a set of ethical problems that take the 
efficacy of texts as their object serve to bind and unify groups and facilitate collective action. 
It also recalls Butler’s argument that censorship can be “formative of subjects and the 
legitimate boundaries of speech”, especially when, for example, it is implemented as a form of 




which for Butler cannot be understood as the sole preserve of states—is always incomplete, 
“because the text in question takes on new life as part of the very discourse produced by the 
mechanism of censorship” (Excitable 130). 
Viewed in this light, anonymity or pseudonymity is a way of negotiating anarchist 
literature in light of security culture. By disavowing the role of author, at least some of the 
possible implications of writing about political action are circumvented; and, when the 
pseudonym is sufficiently creative (CrimethInc.’s Days of War, Nights of Love, for example, 
credits authors including “NietzsChe Guevara”, “Tristran Tzarathustra” and “Jeanette 
Winterson” [281]) it can add to or reshape the text itself. Such a pseudonym would serve a 
similar function to the “improper names” described by Marco Deseriis, in which a common 
alias, such as “Ned Ludd” or “Anonymous”, is adopted by a group or by unconnected 
individuals in order “to obfuscate both the identity and number of its referents” (3). Edward 
Avery-Natale’s account of the black bloc tactic as one in which anonymity facilitates “the 
adoption and rejection of a variety of identifications” (100)—an argument to which I will return 
in chapter 3—applies equally to security culture in its textual forms: like the collective use of 
black clothes and masks, which allow new identities to emerge from the suppression of a 
familiar one, tactics of anonymity and pseudonymity construct new authorial subjectivities as 
the figure of the author recedes. 
 Conceiving of security culture as a sort of literary constraint that constructs a text anew 
resolves the omnipresent tension CrimethInc. describe between security culture and the need 
to recount “stories of our daring exploits in the struggle against capitalism ... so everyone will 
know resistance is a real possibility” (CrimethInc., Recipes 470). Viewed in this way, security 
culture emerges as another instance of the necessary unevenness of anarchist anti-
representation: representation is evaded, but only partially, and returns in a different form, 




Something of security culture’s productive capacity is also apparent in, for example, 
Richard Powers’ 2019 novel The Overstory (another cli-fi text of a sort). Each of the novel’s 
interlinked narratives concerns humans’ relationships to trees in the twentieth- and twenty-
first-century United States; among them are five characters whose disparate experiences bring 
them together to defend California redwoods from loggers in a prolonged sequence that 
strongly recalls Earth First!’s (EF!) Redwood Summer campaign of 1990. As they move first 
from bystanders to participants, then from practicing nonviolent civil disobedience to carrying 
out arson attacks, the characters practice security culture in familiar ways: “There are no letters 
or emails, and almost no calls. They communicate face-to-face or not at all. They live on cash. 
Nothing is written down” (431). Powers’ authorial voice embraces its complicity in their 
programme: departing from the characters’ own experiences, it recounts how “twenty-eight 
days later, a machine shed filled with vehicles in the Willamette National Forest goes up in 
flames” (428), as though clueless of the perpetrators’ identities—as though the narrator is 
saying “no comment”. Most vitally, the five take on new names: Olivia, Nick, Mimi, Douglas, 
and Adam become Maidenhair, Watchman, Mulberry, Doug-fir and Maple. The adoption of 
“forest names,” noms de plume bestowed by one another or taken up after plants of some 
personal significance, is a security culture necessity, but also a poetic gesture: each new name 
suggests, simultaneously, an ethos of interdependence with the natural world (to be at one with 
the redwoods or whichever other species), a gesture of solidarity with one’s new comrades, 
and a declaration of the construction of a new political subjectivity. Security culture thus 
produces as much as it conceals: the characters’ real identities are covered over (or they hope 
they are) while, at the same time, new identities are taken up. 
 Powers’ novel, recipient of the 2019 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, has been praised for its 
account of relationships between human and non-human lives and for its frequently stirring 




been less frequently acknowledged, however, to be a chronicle of contemporary American 
radicalism that traces arboreally-mediated encounters both between individuals and between 
political movements. Not only does the novel’s centrepiece draw on Earth First!’s history, the 
subplot of Mother N, an activist killed by a bomb, also recalls that of the EF! leader Judi Bari, 
who was severely injured by a car bomb at the start of the Redwood Summer, for which the 
FBI tried to pin the blame on her (see Kauffman 122, Zakin 389–96). The protagonists’ 
campaign comes to an end when Maidenhair too is accidentally killed, insisting in her last 
breath that they don’t seek help (437), and the survivors, seeing their efforts to protect the trees 
as a failure, “agree, at least, to protect each other” (446). Years later, though, the story finds 
Doug-fir and Maple (now Douglas and Adam once again) reunited at the Occupy Wall Street 
encampment in Zuccotti Park. In this new context, Adam makes the fatal mistake of returning, 
if only verbally, to the scene of the crime: “They gaze together at the geyser fountain. Adam 
says, ‘We set buildings on fire’” (538). Unbeknownst to him, this spoken confession only 
confirms what’s already been determined by a text: Douglas’ diary, though scrupulously using 
only the forest names, has been found, Douglas has flipped to protect his old lover Mimi, and 
Adam’s corroboration is enough to convict him. Security culture, which brings the characters 
together in transformational direct action in the novel’s second act and sustains them in mutual 
silence in the interim, collapses in its denouement: Douglas’ diary and Adam’s admission bear 
fruit for the FBI only because the bonds that led them to take action together—security culture 
in its productive guise—have been eroded. The Overstory is one of a number of recent texts 
that worry over surveillance, which looms over the characters after they return to mainstream 
society. Other examples include Darlingtonia (2017) by Alba Roja (another collective 
pseudonym), a paranoid and Pynchonian narrative about the development of a government 
spyware programme and its exposure by San Francisco anarchists; and Dave Eggers’ The 




to be overt, framed in terms of openness and sociability, than deployed covertly. In The 
Overstory, by contrast, surveillance is entirely conventional, even banal; what’s novel is the 
poetry of secrecy and the productive quality of security culture. 
Far from simply forestalling anarchist textual production, then, security culture 
instantiates prohibitions alongside encouragements and generates texts shaped by the 
encounter with the critique of representation and with practical anarchist necessity. In this 
section I have taken “Autonomous, Not Atomized” as the occasion to consider broader 
questions about anonymity, secrecy and security culture. Taking the anonymous author’s 
insistence on the refusal of authorial authority as reflective of concerns that run through 
contemporary anarchism, I have examined how—like the problematic of responding to 
overlapping crises and an overdetermined apocalypse, and the refusal of the demand to issue 
demands—it constitutes a barrier to representation, or to literary production per se, which is 
overcome but which imposes a distinctive shape on the anarchist literature thereby produced. 
In light of these readings, the Olympia Commune stands as a distinctive site for the 
consideration of the vicissitudes of contemporary anarchist literature and the insights to be 
acquired from an approach that foregrounds texts’ effects and their negotiations with the 
omnipresent problematic of representation. 
 
Delineating anarchist literary instrumentalism 
These examples, then, indicate something of the critical space opened up by an instrumentalist 
approach to the study of anarchist literature. A number of possible criticisms of this approach 
present themselves, however. As such, I will seek to respond to these, then to other anarchist 
and anarchistic literary theories that offer alternative accounts of texts’ effects, in this final 
section. First, one possible criticism might ask whether a literary instrumentalism risks 




as effects. Thornier still, literary instrumentalism might be met with the charge of 
impoverishing the text by directing it towards a particular function rather than allowing it to 
perform whatever effects emerge from its production and reception. Yet it is my contention 
that an anarchist instrumentalism averts this fate simply by virtue of its anarchism. A Marxist 
instrumentalism, for example, could justifiably be rejected for conceiving the text as a tool for 
a particular end (directly or indirectly, that of socialist revolution). Similarly, Nicole Seymour 
worries that a textual instrumentalism aligned with environmental politics might “overlook or 
overshadow ... textual potentialities beyond inciting ‘ecological advocacy’ ... [such as] bearing 
witness to crisis, enacting catharsis, serving as cultural diagnoses, and so on” (27). Anarchism, 
however, has no strong allegiance to any particular programme or strategy, nor any fixed or 
detailed conception of the good society to be realised, so to prioritise texts’ effects in an 
anarchist framework is not to valorise only those geared toward particular effects, but to 
encourage the consideration of all kinds of effects, including those that are unexpected, 
unfamiliar or apparently unproductive. The aspects of anarchism that demand instrumentalism 
as an outlook on literature simultaneously entail that a literary instrumentalism would falter if 
it were allied with any politics other than anarchism. Marxism is especially useful as a point of 
comparison here because it is through comparison with Marxism that anarchism’s open-
endedness and internal diversity becomes especially apparent. As Nathan Jun notes,  
Every major writer on the subject has tended to treat anarchism as something akin to 
Marxism—that is, as a uniform and comprehensive system of thought devised by a 
handful of “canonical” thinkers, the doctrines of which are shared in common by all 
anarchists. But no one who engages the history of anarchism with a modicum of rigor 
or precision can think of it this way.... [T]here is no such thing as “Anarchism” (with a 
capital A)—only a diverse array of theories and practices developed by a diverse array 
of individuals who, despite their myriad differences, share certain basic commitments 
in common. (Anarchism xii–xiii) 
Anarchism in this respect once again resembles Deleuze and Guattari’s aprogrammatic politics, 
in which “there is no longer a static utopia or state at the end of the historical rainbow, only the 




systematisation—indeed, resists even definition beyond the articulation of certain 
commitments or commonplaces—with the effect that an anarchist literary instrumentalism is 
able to evade the problem of constraining the text in pursuit of a specific purpose. Anarchism 
is defined, perhaps first and foremost, by an inclination to encourage multiple perspectives on 
politics and multiple paths through political life, and so to follow the uses, functions or 
purposes of texts for anarchist ends is, arguably, not to restrict their efficacy but to encourage 
a wide variety of such operations. 
 A second rejoinder to an anarchist literary instrumentalism would contend that I have 
unjustifiably conflated political and aesthetic forms of representation, and their respective 
critiques, in order to frame mimesis as always troubling for anarchist literature. It is certainly 
true that the critique of political representation neither necessarily carries over into the aesthetic 
domain, nor necessarily provides the basis for a more all-encompassing critique. Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, for example, has argued that Deleuze is guilty of treating as synonymous 
forms of representation that are in fact “related but irreducibly discontinuous” (275). Yet for 
anarchism, the critiques are two sides of the same coin, and representation must be understood 
and opposed in toto, as a system. This is because the true object of the anarchist critique of 
representation—as May frames the problem, of “attempt[s] to wrest from people decisions 
about their lives” (48)—is authority, which is no less capable of inhering in literary texts than 
in political formations (indeed, this is especially apparent when texts are considered as political 
formations). Political representation and literary mimesis do differ from each other, but the 
difference is not unbridgeable when it is reiterated that texts are irreducibly political and each, 
in its own way, is capable of eroding autonomy and imposing a molar worldview or narrative 
on a heterogeneous reality. To be sure, not every literary text carries within it the power of a 
totalitarian state. Rather, following Foucault’s famous assertion “that everything is dangerous” 




a “microfascism” (Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 250–1)—inheres in every form 
of representation, no matter how apparently innocuous or apolitical. 
 Third and finally, does the anarchist critique of representation, and the literary 
instrumentalism that follows from it, fall into the fallacy that Claire Colebrook ascribes to anti-
representationalism: that of imagining a society prior to representation, a more “present” 
society to which it may be possible to return (59–60)? The answer to this is very similar to the 
answer to the first objection: anarchists do indeed envision doing away with representation, but 
in ways that are neither atavistic nor teleological. Whereas poststructuralism, in Colebrook’s 
account, describes representation as a symptom of modernity (49), anarchism does not accept 
the historical terms of this critique, seeing representation as a possibility in both post- and pre-
modern contexts, and so rejecting not representation as a function of modernity but 
representation per se. As such, anarchism, rather than envisioning a return to a society “before” 
representation, sees the process of moving beyond representation as a continuous becoming. 
And because, as we have seen, anarchism entails the rejection of blueprints for the good 
society, and to a great extent resists definition, this becoming is not impoverishing or utopian, 
but oriented toward a generative multiplicity and complexity. It is also important to note, when 
responding to Colebrook’s 2000 essay, that more recent work has suggested contemporary 
politics has successfully challenged the hegemony of representation. Simon Tormey has argued 
that the growth of anarchistic social movements in the twenty-first century, and widespread 
loss of faith in representative democratic institutions in the global North, together constitute a 
paradigm shift toward a “post-representation” politics (9). This does not mean an era has 




conclude that the critique of representation is necessarily defined by its pursuit of an 
unreachable horizon.6 
 Having sought to respond to these critiques, in the second half of this section I want to 
consider other anarchist literary theories that address questions of instrumentality and texts’ 
effects. One such account that merits such a response is that of Herbert Read, articulated in 
Poetry and Anarchism (1938). Read—for a time the best-known anarchist thinker in the 
Anglophone world, as well as being the only anarchist to accept a knighthood—makes the 
perceived instrumentalisation of art a central part of his critique of totalitarianism. Read 
accuses both fascism and Soviet socialism alike of attempting to harness the social power of 
poetry for their own ends, and so riding roughshod over art’s intrinsic value. Totalitarian 
societies, he claims, reduce “art to a subordinate and slavish rôle” (25). The impoverishment 
of art by forms of state power that try to turn it to political ends is, for Read, the cardinal sin of 
the totalitarianisms of the 1930s, as well as the key to their ultimate indistinguishability. While 
Read’s critique is of course a product of its time, it does bear some relevance for my own 
project. If, as Read argues, totalitarianism instrumentalises art and literature, it would follow 
that anarchists ought to reject instrumentalism and pursue something like a philosophy of l’art 
pour l’art. 
 Yet Read’s anarchism here exhibits a curiously elitist quality. The fundamental problem 
of totalitarian instrumentalism is, for him, that it encourages the production of art that satisfies 
the masses. In totalitarian societies, Read writes, “[t]he artist must have one aim and only one 
aim—to supply the public with what it wants” (27). This demand for art that satisfies the public 
is fatal, he argues, since “art in its highest manifestations can[not] appeal to more than a 
 
6 Just as Colebrook’s argument bears some rethinking in light of twenty-first century developments, though, so 
too does Tormey’s account—constructed in the wake of the 2011 wave of movements and the disillusioning 
effects of governments’ and parties’ responses to the financial crisis—require some re-evaluation in the wake of 
the events of 2015–2020, which saw a return to representative politics on large parts of the left. This is a point I 




relatively restricted minority” (28). Against this disastrous populism, Read proposes an 
anarchist aesthetic that would acknowledge a Nietzschean “aristocracy of the intellect” (89). 
For Read, “[a]narchism is not ... an egalitarian doctrine,” and in an anarchist community “[t]he 
seer, the visionary, the poet will be respected and honoured as never before in the history of 
mankind” (89). This refusal of egalitarianism at times leads Read to blame the working class 
subjugated by totalitarian states for their own oppression: noting the imprisonment of Boris 
Pasternak and fall from grace of Dmitri Shostakovich among the Great Purge,7 Read laments 
that their sole crime was “their inability to degrade their art to the level of the sensibility of the 
masses” (70)—as though “the masses” was in such a context anything other than an abstraction 
employed by the state for its own cynical purposes. For Read, the only alternative to a 
totalitarian instrumentalism that demands art satisfy the populace seems to be an anarchist 
elitism; an open-ended anarchist instrumentalism is never countenanced. Yet, as we’ve seen, 
instrumentalism need not mean producing works of art with specific political aims in mind 
(and, needless to say, certainly need not lead to the exercise of state violence against purveyors 
of art that takes different paths), but can mean following texts’ more ambivalent effects, which 
are political, even revolutionary, but never programmatic. Rather than accepting Read’s 
dichotomy, then, and the condemnation of instrumentalism that follows from it, we ought to 
consider how to pursue an anarchist path towards a different sort of instrumentalism. 
More recently Jesse Cohn, whose work I have touched upon above, draws on Read and 
others to formulate his own more developed account of anarchist literary theory, primarily in 
his Anarchism and the Crisis of Representation (2006). Cohn does not accept that anarchism 
is a straightforwardly antirepresentationalist philosophy, in the sense suggested by May and 
others who have identified resonances between anarchism and poststructuralism, and rejects 
 





the possibility of a pure antirepresentationalism, or of one that would be anything other than 
critically and politically paralysing. Drawing on Heidegger, Cohn contends instead that “the 
indignity of speaking for others” is illusory or at least outweighed by other considerations, 
insofar as we are not monadic entities but rather are subject to a “perpetual involuntary 
intervention in the lives of others and the life processes of the Earth itself” (Anarchism 25). As 
a result, anarchism’s opposition to representation has always been “incomplete and 
inconsistent” (Anarchism 56): indeed, Cohn suggests that the rejection of representation that 
influenced figures such as Picasso and John Cage in the early and mid-twentieth century was 
marked by its absence from the cultural production of anarchist movements in the same period 
(Underground 16). This does not mean that representation is without its problems, however: 
Cohn finds that “the critique of representation proceeds with some real justification and owes 
its theoretical development to some genuine movements for justice” (Anarchism 39), and so 
must be taken seriously. What is needed, then, is a path “beyond the sterile opposition between 
an unsupportable ‘representationalist’ position and an incoherent ‘antirepresentationalist’ one” 
(Anarchism 14), in pursuit of a theory of representation suited to anarchist ethics. Cohn 
proposes a relation between reader and text that is dialogic and reciprocal, demanding neither 
that the text be subjugated to the authority of the interpreter nor that the reader give themselves 
over to the will of the text. “[A]narchist hermeneutic practices”, Cohn suggests, 
do not prohibit the interpreter from speaking for the text’s otherness, so they avoid the 
antinomies of a submissive liberationism and an unethical ethics; at the same time, they 
don’t deny the text its otherness, so they avoid the traps of an imperialist pluralism and 
an authoritarian anti-authoritarianism. In this manner, they strike a balance between the 
claims of self and other that is more ethically coherent than any antirepresentationalist 
alternative. (Cohn, Anarchism 92) 
Cohn insists upon a rejection of “the tendency to reification that Read associates with a vulgar 
Marxist literary criticism”, but also upon a simultaneous refusal to adopt “a spirit of naïve 
receptivity” toward the text (93). “Anarchist readers”, Cohn concludes, “practice the process 




challenge, contestation, and critique, as well as collaboration, cooperation, and change” 
(Anarchism 96, emphasis as original). 
Cohn’s insistence that anarchism’s rejection of representation has never been complete 
is a necessary counterweight to any suggestion that anarchism deftly evades representation in 
every case or abolishes representation by fiat. In his description of an encounter between reader 
and text in which neither is arbitrarily empowered over the other, Cohn succeeds in articulating 
a literary theory that is infused with the anarchist value of non-domination and reflects the 
social practices anarchists hope to see underpinning the society of the future. This, I want to 
argue, is the point at which his theory stumbles. Cohn commits a category error when he 
conflates the values proper to anarchism as an end goal—the “anarchist society,” the stateless 
and classless world that has at other times been referred to simply as “communism”—with 
anarchism as a political movement in the here and now. My claim here is that anarchism, if not 
necessarily characterised by an internal contradiction, at least refers to two discrete concepts, 
one of which is a conception of the good society to be realised, the other being the name of a 
strategy to achieve that society. This is perhaps a commonplace—the same could be said of 
most political ideologies—but is significant insofar as anarchism’s two poles rely on values 
which differ greatly from one another. Anarchism as a conception of the good society is 
associated with mutual respect, harmony and codependence, material equality achieved 
through the abolition of private property, and non-domination and non-hierarchical relations 
achieved through the flattening of power relations to the greatest possible extent. Anarchism 
as a real movement, however, while it shares values of solidarity and reciprocity, does not 
apply these universally, and elsewhere advances an ethics of hostility, confrontation and attack. 
This distinction, which to some extent structures this thesis, is temporal as well as conceptual: 
the first set of values refers to something deferred, perhaps eternally, whereas the second 




how we read? My view is that Cohn fails to provide an anarchist literary theory that is 
sufficiently attentive to anarchism as a movement, and which unduly subjugates that aspect or 
moment of anarchism to the “post-revolutionary” moment and its values. Rectifying this entails 
reaffirming the necessity of an instrumentalist approach to literature. Acknowledging the 
reality of the combative and antagonistic moment in anarchism implies an approach to the text 
that does not place the cart before the horse by centring relations of reciprocity and dialogue, 
but instead demands we consider the uses to which texts can be put, and are put, in political 
contestation—the ways that texts function as tools in struggle. 
A final instance of what I take to be an anarchistic theory of literature that weighs in on 
the question of texts’ effects emerges in the work of Joshua Clover, especially in a series of 
interviews published since 2012.8 Clover is a poet and a revolutionary, but his contention, 
repeated throughout these works, is that poetry is of minimal use to revolution. Clover is not 
 
8 In addressing Read, Cohn and Clover here as critics who have touched on the question of texts’ effects, I do not 
intend to downplay the contributions of others who have recently addressed the relationship between anarchism 
and literature. Certain other recent studies of anarchist literature, such as David Goodway’s Anarchist Seeds 
Beneath the Snow (2006), Jeff Shantz’s Against All Authority (2011) and Elliot Murphy’s Unmaking Merlin 
(2014), are omitted because they do not have the construction of an anarchist literary theory as part of their project 
(indeed, Murphy is hostile to the entire endeavour of literary theory). It would be remiss however to not also touch 
upon the work of Sandra Jeppesen, whose work, like my own, considers the textual production of anarchist 
movements; and Dani Spinosa, who develops a postanarchist literary theory and applies it to twentieth-century 
and contemporary conceptual poetry. 
Jeppesen identifies two “functions” of anarchist literature—“interventionist representations” and 
“cultural prefiguration”—in order to determine the role of textual production in anarchist movements (see 
“Becoming-Anarchist,” Guerrilla Texts). While my work is in several respects attuned to Jeppesen’s approach 
and findings, I differ from her to the extent that my interest in texts’ effects is intended to be broader and more 
open-ended: I am interested in the effects of anarchist texts within anarchist spaces, but I am also interested in the 
ways that anarchist texts sometimes transcend the limits of those movements and strive for other, less expected 
functions. 
Spinosa’s Anarchists in the Academy, meanwhile, employs a postanarchist hermeneutic drawing 
extensively on Hakim Bey’s account of the “temporary autonomous zone” and “poetic terrorism” (xv–xvi). In 
framing poems as temporary autonomous zones, Spinosa seeks to reconfigure and undermine authorial authority 
and enhance readerly freedom. To the extent that Spinosa seeks to bring literary studies’ methodologies into closer 
dialogue with anarchist priorities, and to tease out unexpected political resonances in texts, it is of a piece with 
my own; her approach is distinguished from mine, however, by the sparing attention it gives to the central question 
of representation: Spinosa’s postanarchism draws extensively on Bey’s work to the exclusion of the more 
theoretically sophisticated work of Todd May and Saul Newman, or their respective poststructural inheritances, 
and so does not address the specific problems that representation raises and that become especially apparent when 




an anarchist—his work occupies a position in heterodox Marxism informed both by the 
Annales school, world-systems theory and the work of Giovanni Arrighi, on the one hand, and 
by more recent communisation theory on the other—but at times dwells on questions very 
similar to my own, Read’s and Cohn’s. Like Read, Clover is interested specifically in poetry, 
poetry’s relation to politics and the role of politics in shaping poetry’s fate. Indeed, his 
argument is superficially similar to Read’s, insofar as both worry about the instrumentalisation 
of poetry for revolutionary, or putatively revolutionary, ends. Whereas Read sees 
instrumentalisation as detrimental to poetry, however, Clover sees it as simply not an option. 
“[F]or a while now,” Clover argues, 
many of us poets have been telling ourselves lies about the political force of poetry. 
Many of these we know by heart. Speaking truth to power. Finding the form which 
might both reveal and persuade. Preserving the space of critique. Preserving the feel of 
some undomesticated common zone. Giving voice to the voiceless. Laying bare the 
truth of the ineluctably immiserating mechanism in which we live.... But it's such 
bullshit, isn't it? (Clover, “Interview” n.p.) 
The crisis of the long 1960s drew a cultural response, because it was a cultural crisis, Clover 
argues; but the present crisis is not and so does not, with the effect that the political force of 
poetry today is minimal. Clover connects this to a line in The Clash’s “Spanish Bombs”: “with 
trenches full of poets, the ragged army / Fixin’ bayonets to fight the other line”. But he warns 
against a misreading here, observing that the poets on the frontline in the Spanish Civil War 
“weren't carrying poems to fight with. The poems in their pockets were for later, for when 
poetry could burst forth into a situation of its own possibility” (“Interview” n.p.). Rather than 
instrumentalising poems as tools in combat, poets write poems they hope will flourish after the 
war is won. 
The invocation of the Spanish Civil War as an event with a privileged connection to 
poetry calls to mind both George Orwell—a figure whose relevance to contemporary 
anarchism I will return to in chapter 4—and W. H. Auden, whose “Spain” (1937/1940; also 




most enduring poetic tribute to that conflict. Auden also weighed in on the question of poetry’s 
effects in a sequence from “In Memory of W. B. Yeats” (1950): 
mad Ireland hurt you into poetry. 
Now Ireland has her madness and her weather still, 
For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives 
In the valley of its saying where executives 
Would never want to tamper (Auden 98) 
Whether “poetry makes nothing happen” is a point to which Clover returns in a dialogue with 
Keston Sutherland, where Clover insists his assertion that “Marxism makes nothing happen” 
has nothing to do with Auden, and simply means that Marxism is descriptive, not programmatic 
(Clover and Sutherland n.p.). But this is surely a deflection: in the same conversation Clover 
again echoes Auden, affirming that the idea that poetry has political effects is a 
misapprehension with a specific history, having emerged along with the “linguistic turn” in a 
period that saw the erosion of critical Marxist perspectives in the academy.9 Clover reiterates 
the point in a discussion with Chris Nealon, where he contends it is necessary “to build a 
barricade against” theorists of poetry who try to ascribe it a role in “direct struggle with the 
real enemy” (Clover and Nealon 24). Poetry cannot have such a role because the position of 
the poet is one that only a small number of people hold (Clover and Nealon 26); because such 
claims reify the identity of the poet “as if that is who you are”, leading to a sort of vanguardism 
(Clover and Nealon 26, emphasis as original); and because revolutionary action demands a 
certain degree of negation and destruction, a task to which words will never be adequate: 
“Certain things will have to be actively destroyed on the side of capital.... And they will not be 
 
9 Eirik Steinhoff has also recently inquired into the persistence of Auden’s remark. The claim that “poetry makes 
nothing happen”, Steinhoff proposes, “could well be taken as a confession of impotence”, but, if we take nothing 
to mean nothing normally considered possible or nothing deemed acceptable then it may mean “a rare and 
forgotten kind of power: the power to perform what the normal form says cannot be done” (421). Better still, 
Steinhoff suggests that “making nothing happen” could describe a general strike or act of sabotage, an 
insurrectionary spanner in the works that makes capitalism not happen (to twist somewhat John Holloway’s 
injunction to “stop making capitalism” [236]). This proposal—that poetry may actively intercede in forms of 
domination and exploitation—would be anathema to Clover, but finds common ground with another recent 
argument by Julian Murphet, who considers poems and theories of poetry as prophylactics against enclosure and 




destroyed with language, any more than they will be destroyed with critiques of language” 
(Clover in Clover and Sutherland n.p.). 
 Clover’s approach offers a necessary corrective to claims for texts’ effects that are too 
broad or too optimistic. As an intervention on the question of texts’ instrumentalities from a 
revolutionary perspective that rejects the state and party, his is in many respects continuous 
with anarchist arguments such as Read’s, Cohn’s and my own; yet, like Read’s and Cohn’s 
approaches, it can be queried on several points. The passage quoted above, in which Clover 
lays out the kinds of effects sometimes proclaimed for poetry, indicates one such point of 
contention. If it were true that the only kinds of effects ascribable to literature were liberal 
platitudes like “speaking truth to power” and “giving voice to the voiceless”, which function 
entirely within hegemonic modes of representation, it would certainly follow that no effects 
were possible. But the reader will note that these in no way resemble the types of effects 
described in this chapter, either in their broad outlines or in the complexities of how they 
manifest themselves in practice. That is to say, while it is important to dismiss the absurd idea 
that there might be a site of power amenable to “having truths spoken to it” by poets, or that 
the author or text might have the sovereign ability to bestow a voice on the previously 
“voiceless”, texts’ effects in fact function in entirely different ways. Clover imagines that the 
only possible political effects poetry might have are these familiar representational banalities, 
but in doing so ignores the ways the poetry of a text might directly instruct, encourage, or 
exhort. Further, rather than pristine declarations imbued with purely liberatory qualities, texts’ 
effects are infinitely messier, more partial and contested, more likely to misfire or fail. As such, 
while Clover successfully takes apart certain arguments for the efficacy of texts, these are only 





 Clover’s example drawn from the Spanish Civil War, which he uses to downplay the 
possibility of texts having uses in times of struggle, raises other questions. Consider a 
counterexample: while the poet John Cornford and his comrades in the International Brigades 
indeed did not view their poems as weapons of war, they did fight a battle on the campus of 
the University of Madrid in which, Adam Hochschild recounts, they 
set up sniping positions in the windows of a lecture hall, behind barriers that included 
the thickest books they could find: metaphysics texts, nineteenth-century German 
philosophy, and the Encyclopaedia Britannica. (In another building, French volunteers 
were sheltering behind parapets of Kant, Goethe, Voltaire, and Pascal.) A bullet, the 
British found, would penetrate an average of 350 pages before coming to a stop. In the 
building’s basement they discovered a large selection of books in English, and lugged 
copies of Thomas De Quincey, Charlotte Brontë, and others up four flights of stairs to 
their strongpoint to read during lulls in the fighting. (Hochschild ch. 5) 
Texts, then, may be a better tool in battle than one would think (and they may not always be 
able to be preserved for the moment after the victory). The efficacy of the text is limited when 
the range of possible effects considered is circumscribed, but when looked at in broader terms 
its possible political functions come into clearer view. If this is too romantic an indulgence, 
consider the similar example with which this thesis began: the book bloc, in which the text and 
the weapon of struggle are combined in a single object. Where the International Brigadiers’ 
barricades work by subjugating the book’s signifying aspect to its materiality, in the book bloc 
much of the text’s symbolic power is retained and enlisted in support of its function as a 
weapon. 
Where Read’s anti-authoritarianism leads him to a dubious elitism, and Cohn risks 
rendering anarchism toothless by privileging its nurturing side over its confrontational aspect, 
then, Clover, by ruling out certain possibilities for texts that are both more modest and more 
radical, constructs a false choice between liberal and representational effects or no effects at 
all. Each perspective is nonetheless useful in several respects, and Cohn’s work in particular 
will be returned to over the course of this thesis. Having introduced in this chapter an account 




the following three chapters I will deploy it in relation to three different bodies of contemporary 







Anarchist Domesticities: Gender Violence in Consent Zines 
 
Someday when I'm a better man than this 
I'll tell this cop to his face that he's a fucking pig 
I'll be pulling jail breaks and shit 
Sending nail files in your birthday cakes 
Metal spoons to dig a tunnel bit by bit 
I won't be able to give you a ride to work 
Because I sold the car to print consent zines 
For every high school kid in the country 
– Pat the Bunny, “Someday I Will (The Longing)” 
 
If, as Jamie Heckert has proposed, anarchism can be understood “as an ethics of relationships” 
(186), it has nonetheless not shied away from the ways interpersonal relationships are suffused 
with conflict and the possibility of violence. From anarchism’s origins, and especially in 
contemporary articulations, anarchists have sought ways to address and prevent interpersonal 
violence, and especially sexual violence; they have examined and debated, and continue to 
reflect upon, the extent to which anarchist social relations can be expected to prevent forms of 
social harm, and how to respond to abuse when it does occur. In this chapter I explore a body 
of contemporary American anarchist literature that deals with these themes: that is, zines 
dealing with rape, sexual assault and abuse, and with anarchist responses to these. Following a 
consideration of literary and political precursors that have constructed an anarchist conception 
of domesticity, I turn to an examination of these texts’ theorisation of rape culture and 
patriarchal power, in part by reading them alongside Seth Tobocman’s graphic novel War in 
the Neighborhood; their engagement with “do-it-yourself” (DIY) aesthetic commitments and 
their function as DIY political interventions (that is, as texts with political effects in the sense 
suggested in the previous chapter); and their reconfiguration of anarchism’s 
antirepresentational ethic through the problem of representing traumatic experiences. 
Borrowing a phrase from a song by the anarchist folk-punk musician Pat the Bunny 




intended to cast a broad net: the texts considered in this chapter include zines that directly 
describe experiences of violence and works that outline proposals for responding to violence, 
but also other meditations on sex and relationships, gender and feminism, and consent in its 
broader political sense. Consent zines, as I understand the genre, also incorporate a wide variety 
of forms and functions: from personal testimonials to political communiqués, from guides to 
convening a community accountability process to vehement rejections of the possibility of 
accountability, from direct didacticism to subtler, more explicitly uncertain and anti-
authoritarian articulations. Consent zines try to answer questions like: 
[H]ow the fuck can we create a culture where we foster healthy, sexual relationships 
with one another? (Urb 52) 
What conditions [foster a rapist or abuser’s] feelings of entitlement over another 
person? (Betrayal 4) 
How can we prevent [the tools and rhetorics of accountability processes] from being 
appropriated by the sensitive anarcha-feminist sexual assaulter? (CrimethInc., 
Accounting 13) 
What if for every man that raped, the survivors and their allies could plaster his name 
around town, letting everyone know what an awful creepy pain-inflicting misogynist 
he is? ... And what if every man that considered raping was too afraid of the social 
consequences to ever follow through with it? (If a Man Commits Rape in IV 8) 
The answers they arrive at—if answers are found at all—are as various as the questions. 
 Also various are the visual and literary forms and means of distribution of consent 
zines. It is worth drawing out some commonalities, however, in order to clarify the ground 
covered by this chapter. Consent zines are usually anonymous and often collectively authored. 
Some are attributed to collectives (such as the Down There Health Collective, authors of Let’s 
Talk About Consent Baby) while others are credited to individual authors (e.g. Cindy Milstein’s 
Organizing Social Spaces as if Social Relations Matter). More common than authors may be 
editors: zines like Claire Urb’s It’s Down to This: Reflections, Stories, Experiences, Critiques 
and Ideas on Community and Collective Response to Sexual Violence, Abuse, and 




but not exclusively from the United States, and the minority that are not American clearly form 
a continuous discursive community with the American texts: the French author Aviv Etrebilal’s 
Butterflies, Polyamory & Ideology: Letter on Inconsequence appears in translation via the 
U.S.-based anarchist publisher Untorelli Press, and If a Man Commits Rape in Newtown and 
No One Knows How to Deal With It Then Did It Ever Really Happen? concerns events in 
Newtown, New South Wales, but in its title and contents refers back to the earlier If a Man 
Commits Rape in IV and No One Is About to Stop It Then Did It Ever Really Happen?, about 
the anarchist and punk communities of Isla Vista, California. The transnational quality of the 
body of texts is reflected in their easy accessibility online through zine distributors’ websites 
and the Internet Archive. Whereas physical zine libraries and anarchist book fairs still play a 
significant role in the distribution of zines, this chapter reflects the fact that they are today most 
often encountered in digital space, uprooted from the zine communities that flourished in the 
1990s. Finally, while the zines discussed in this chapter are mostly undated, the earliest whose 
date of publication can be ascertained is Cindy Crabb’s Support (2002), and the most recent is 
the CrimethInc. collective’s Fuck Abuse, Kill Power: Addressing the Root Causes of Sexual 
Harassment and Assault (2017). In this regard all are situated within the “new anarchism” 
ushered in by the anti-globalisation movement that thrived in the global North from 1999 to 
2001, but the political differences between the zines bear witness to transformations both in 
anarchism and in ideas about gender violence more broadly over the course of the period in 
which they were produced. 
 The anarchist politics of consent zines manifests in different ways in each text. 
Nonetheless, these are resolutely anarchist contributions in several vital respects. First among 
these is their rejection of the criminal justice system: consent zines’ authors are under no 
illusions about the state’s capacity to offer meaningful justice, and refuse to accept the state’s 




justice” found in consent zines emphasise not only that the police, judiciary and penal systems 
are unlikely to take rape, sexual assault and abuse seriously, but also that to allow these 
institutions jurisdiction over these areas of one’s life is to relinquish one’s own autonomy. 
Second, these are anarchist texts because they embody the tradition of anarchism as self-
critique: rather than offering a single perspective or diktat on the issues at hand, they contain a 
multiplicity of responses which frequently contradict one another and concern themselves with 
the ways that anarchist practices often fail to live up to anarchist principles. Third, the methods 
of production and distribution of these texts are in keeping with anarchism’s DIY ethic. 
Produced on an autonomous, non-institutional and non-hierarchical basis, and circulating in 
similarly anti-authoritarian and sometimes extralegal contexts (shared freely on an “anti-
copyright” or “copyleft” basis rather than for money), they are exemplars of what Sandra 
Jeppesen has dubbed “guerrilla texts” (Jeppesen, Guerrilla Texts). Finally, consent zines are 
grounded in, and provide discernible functions within, anarchist communities, subcultures or 
milieus. They are not propagandistic and do not try to convince the reader of anarchism’s merit; 
rather they address an audience assumed to be familiar with anarchist ideas and the vicissitudes 
of anarchist organising. The concerns that they address are specific to a subculture in which 
solidarity and mutual aid have a strong normative hold: as one zinester puts it, the realisation 
that “[e]ven in a radical community, sexual assault continues to occur after we hold meetings, 
panels and discussions about it, after we create literature and facilitate accountability structures 
around it” (Ly, in Urb 53). Whether responding directly to particular events or interactions, or 
intervening on more general concerns or complaints, and whether situated within a local 
anarchist scene in a particular area or relaying ideas that are useful across multiple 
communities, these are political interventions that are modest in their scope: while the 




zines is most often to provide resolution to concrete problems, some more or less intractable, 
among discrete groups of people. 
In these four respects consent zines are not only literary manifestations of anarchist 
politics; they are also exemplary anarchist texts for reasons that span their literary and political 
attributes and positions. They are efforts to practice autonomy in the sphere of textual 
production, and to actively, concretely intervene in political situations in such a way that the 
text is not a form of representation or mediation, but rather becomes one tool among many, or 
one weapon in an arsenal. At the same time, they are, however, not only of interest to 
anarchists, or to scholars of anarchism. As I will make clear in the course of this chapter, 
consent zines are literary interventions with a far broader political significance. As texts that 
bear the hallmarks of a DIY aesthetic tradition inflected with an anarchist sensibility, they 
represent an important yet hitherto-unacknowledged episode in histories of DIY culture and 
participatory media. As political interventions that try to map the workings of patriarchal power 
and its tendency to seep into anarchist spaces, and which, on this basis, move beyond DIY 
culture towards a DIY politics, they are emblematic of the capacity for literary texts to mobilise 
their literary inheritances for political purposes. As negotiations with the omnipresent problem 
of representation, specifically in relation to the necessary but simultaneously impossible 
representation of traumatic experiences, they demand to be situated alongside work that, 
through engagement with forms of trauma running from interpersonal abuse to war and 
genocide, indicates the role of trauma and violence in shaping literary form. In all these regards, 
they are literary interventions on a political issue—the issue of gender violence—which is both 
of central political importance in its own right and stands as a microcosmic example of broader 
patterns of violence and exploitation, and so suggest something of the scope for a literary 
response to domination that does not only reflect or describe its machinations but also begins 




I will show in the following section that these texts demand to be read, first of all, as 
interventions at the conjunction of the literary tradition of representations of the domestic and 
the tradition of specifically anarchist theorisations of domesticity. 
 
Living with violence: Anarchist domesticities 
Consent zines demand to be read as part of the literature of an anarchist domesticity, or an 
anarchist theory and practice of the politics of homeplaces and interpersonal relationships. 
Anarchist domesticity encompasses attempts to resolve vital, vexing questions that emerge 
from attempts to practice prefigurative politics or anarchist micropolitics. Responding to these 
problems, consent zines examine the possibilities and limitations of attempts to live anarchist 
lives on the enemy terrain that is everyday life in twenty-first-century America. Most 
pressingly, they ask how individuals should minimise harm to one another, and how 
communities might respond when violence in any of its guises occurs. They seek solutions that 
do not aggravate or exacerbate violence, but which also do not minimise it or silence its 
expression, nor rely upon the violence of the penal state, which is both unacceptably oppressive 
and, in cases of rape and sexual assault, woefully inadequate. They ask, simply, in formal or 
informal communal arrangements or as a more dispersed community, how do anarchists live 
together? 
Domesticity, in this account, casts its net beyond the space of the home narrowly 
construed. This broad conception of domesticity is comparable to that used by Susan Fraiman, 
for whom it encompasses “the ordinary, familiar, and quotidian; the detailed, insignificant, and 
small in scale; the bodily and especially tactile; the emotional, subjective, and personal; the 
enclosed, introverted, and local; the dependent, relational, and maternal” (17). Domesticity, as 
the concept is deployed in this chapter, is expansive, correlating to an array of practices that sit 




domesticity has to do with togetherness, interconnection and interdependence: with the ways 
lives inevitably interact and overlap, and the ethics of occupying a place together and drawing 
sustenance from the same sources. In this regard, to speak of domesticity is to have already 
disavowed any atomistic conception of the individual, and instead to have acknowledged that 
a “radical indebtedness” (Verter 72) underlies political action. 
Within this wide-ranging conception of domesticity, what are the contours of an 
anarchist orientation? Anarchist domesticity is distinguished first and foremost by its 
willingness to foreground violence: to unremittingly insist that the domestic domain is not safe 
and stable but rather dangerous and deeply political. Anarchism has always been characterised 
by a frank acknowledgement of violence’s ubiquity. In 1908, in the pages of Emma Goldman’s 
Mother Earth, Alexander Berkman inquired: 
Is our whole social existence anything but an uninterrupted series of murder, 
assassination, eradication? ... Do we build warships for educational purposes? Is the 
army a Sunday school? Our police, jails, and penitentiaries—what purpose do they 
serve but to suppress, kill, and maim? Is the gallows the symbol of our brotherhood, 
the electric chair the proof of our humanitarianism? (“Violence” 26) 
Berkman’s contention is that brutal violence suffuses social life in all its domains so long as 
capitalism and the state maintain their hold over it. There is no escape from violence, no space 
free from its influence—not the home, nor the anarchist milieu, nor even the imagination—and 
no relationship that is not to some degree caught in its web. Yet for anarchists this 
acknowledgement is not just a complaint, nor simply a diagnosis of what must be overcome. 
In the contemporary anarchism of consent zines we also find the contention that conflict is 
ineradicable and must be so. In opposition to a moralising liberal politics of tolerance and 
consensus-building, in which conflict exists only to be resolved or smoothed over, 
contemporary anarchists find conflict to be the stuff of life itself. In their consent zine Terror 
Incognita: Reflections on Consent & Consensus, Queer Sexuality & Subversion, and Breaking 




[W]e must unflinchingly recognize conflict as a reality. The vision we’re putting 
forward aims not just to create a world in which all is consensual. We strive to prioritize 
each other’s consent as much as possible, while recognizing that sometimes we really 
are in conflict, and we have to acknowledge conflicts rather than sweeping them under 
the rug of an imposed consensus. Our ideal is not a world without conflict, but a world 
in which conflicts don’t produce hierarchies and oppression. (15) 
For CrimethInc., the object of anarchists’ ire ought not to be conflict or violence itself, but the 
ways in which these can harden into forms of domination. Conflict is the natural product of 
liberty, and its suppression is often a symptom of authoritarianism. What is left implicit in this 
passage is the necessity of certain forms of rebellious or revolutionary violence: if violence is 
omnipresent, and curtailing domination is paramount, then violence that resists domination is 
a priori permissible, and all that remains is to draw the vital distinction between our violence 
and theirs. This is the move made in the opening salvo of the zine Dangerous Spaces: Violent 
Resistance, Self-defense, & Insurrectional Struggle Against Gender: 
There is a violence that dominates. It is gay bashing. It is rape. It is the clear-cut and 
the vivisection lab. It is the bank and the local coffee shop. It is the patrol car and the 
prison. It is your job, your late rent, your rotting teeth, your wounds that won’t heal. It 
is the silence that maintains all of the above. 
There is a violence that liberates. It is the murdered homophobe. It is the knee-
capped rapist. It is the arson and the mink liberation. It is the smashed window and the 
expropriated food. It is the cop on fire and the riot behind bars. It is work avoidance, 
squatting, criminal friendship, and the total refusal of compromise. It is the chaos that 
can never be stopped.The maintanance [sic] of this world depends on the interalization 
[sic] of the former, and the total suppression of the latter. (3) 
Passages such as these can help us to map the presuppositions of anarchist domesticity. If 
anarchism holds violence to be omnipresent, then domestic space cannot be free from its hold; 
if violence underlies all social relationships, then intimate encounters must be marked by its 
grasp; but violence that reinforces domination and patriarchy can nevertheless be countered 
with a different, liberating, violence. 
Anarchism, from its origins, has shown an awareness of this political quality of 
domesticity. Emma Goldman, for one, was a firebrand critic of the institution of marriage, 
which she argued subjugates the purity and intrinsic rebelliousness of love and sex to financial 




Cleyre also advanced a resolutely anarchist critique of marriage, according to which marital 
domination results when the reach of authoritarian social institutions—the church and state—
extends into domestic space (11–20, 93–103). For these early anarchists, marital domesticity 
is an irredeemably authoritarian microcosm of the relations of domination that must be 
attacked: it is not a domain apart from the omnipresent violence that structures society, but 
rather the expression of that violence, one of its many forms. Domestic space is suffused with 
violence, such that domesticity and domination, true to their common etymology, are wholly 
intertwined and wholly inextricable from one another. Yet Goldman and de Cleyre, though 
they are resolutely hostile to existing forms of domesticity, nonetheless find in it the kernel of 
something revolutionary: De Cleyre identifies sexuality as a component of one’s “fullness of 
being” (18), while Goldman finds love to be an intrinsically anarchist impulse that resists all 
attempts to subjugate it: “Man has conquered whole nations, but all his armies could not 
conquer love. Man has chained and fettered the spirit, but he has been utterly helpless before 
love” (211). As Keally McBride argues, “[f]emale sexuality specifically, or love more 
generally, is [Goldman’s] proof that an alternative order can happen” (158).10 
The anarchist conception, in which domesticity is situated both as a site and source of 
violence and as the root of revolutionary hopes, has much in common with Fraiman’s account 
of an “extreme domesticity” in contemporary literature and culture, in which domesticity is 
 
10 There is another tradition of anarchist and anarchistic writing about the domestic which centres on an anarcho-
primitivist or anti-civilisation critique of “domestication”, understood as a process in which vestigial wild energies 
are tamed and rendered unthreatening. The article “Rebelling Against our Domestication: Towards a Feral 
Revolution!” (2001), which argues that government, capital and religion, as well as technology, social mores and 
language itself “are domesticating authorities which transform us from wild, playful, unruly animals into tamed, 
bored, unhappy producers and consumers” (n.p.) is exemplary here. John Zerzan similarly argues that 
“domestication stands behind” all forms of civilization, “and not just the taming of animals and plants, but also 
the taming of human instincts and freedoms” (2). Clearly, like Goldman and de Cleyre, these theorists associate 
domestic(ated) life with domination, but the term here casts a still broader net, referring to a totality of 
postlapsarian existence rather than a specific set of relationships and practices. The precise relationship between 
the process of domestication as described in this body of work and domesticity as I encounter it in this chapter no 




remade in surprising ways and is found to take unexpected forms. Rather than treating 
domesticity as intrinsically conservative, Fraiman excavates “nonconforming versions of 
home” that constitute “the deviant flip side of the domestic ideal” (4, 4–5). Anarchist 
domesticity must also be situated within the context of the broader cultural transformations that 
Kristin J. Jacobson identifies as a shift to neodomesticity. In her study of American domestic 
fiction produced since the 1980s, Jacobson identifies a profound shift in the literary 
representation of domestic space: where nineteenth-century domestic fictions conceive of the 
home as a safe haven or a stifling trap—either way, as a place characterised by its stability—
more recent fictions effect a shift toward a productive instability (6). The home was, Jacobson 
argues, rendered in earlier domestic fictions like Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World (1850) 
and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) as a place of safety or security, or (in 
ways that mirror Goldman’s formulation) as a form of confinement from which women must 
escape, but neodomestic fictions such as Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping (1980) and 
Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984) upend this binary by depicting homes 
as unstable and malleable spaces. Vitally, Jacobson suggests that the emergence of 
neodomesticity was in part a reaction against the roughly simultaneous re-emergence of 
“family values” conservatism and the valorisation of homeownership in Reagan’s America (5), 
and is inseparable from processes of boom, bust and enduring crisis in the American housing 
market (2). Fraiman’s and Jacobson’s accounts expand upon and update earlier theories of 
literary domesticity such as that of Nancy Armstrong, who finds domestic fiction to be the key 
to the consolidation of gender and class roles in the nineteenth century and central to the 
emergence of the novel as a dominant literary form (8–9). In doing so, their insights chime 
with the anarchist account of domesticity, in which domestic space is destabilised by all-
pervading violence, but in which homes nonetheless can be, and are, reformulated to find 




The articulation, development and nurturance of such alternative domesticities 
continues to play a significant role in anarchist practice. Anarchist-inclined protest movements 
have in recent years repeatedly created and sustained “homeplaces”: spaces produced for 
purposes of political resistance that nonetheless are simultaneously “the site of interactions and 
exchanges that usually happen in the privacy of the home—whether these are bathing, going 
to the bathroom, washing laundry, or making a cup of tea” (Feigenbaum et al. 56). In his 
ethnography of the anti-globalisation movement of the late 1990s and early 2000s, Jeffrey S. 
Juris draws on bell hooks’ work to suggest that the convergence centres occupied to support 
summit protests became similar “homeplaces” (Networking 129). More recently, comparable 
claims were made for the Occupy movement: for David Graeber, while the anti-globalisation 
movement had conceived of itself as a party, Occupy Wall Street sought to create a community; 
and while the anti-globalisation movement was interested in the political potential of fun, 
Occupy was much more about the possibilities afforded by relations of care (Democracy 
240).11 Such spaces are shaped by the performance of those ways of relating to one another 
that are constitutive of the domestic: relations of love and care, proximity and intimacy, 
hospitality and sustenance. 
Occupiers and their precursors in other anarchistic movements found that domestic 
relationships necessarily have purchase in social-movement settings, in ways that exceed the 
 
11 Graeber’s account is one of many that foreground this domestic aspect of the Occupy movement: see, for 
example, Katherine Brickell’s discussion of a “politics of inhabitation” in Occupy London and Occupy Hong 
Kong (583); Emily Brissette’s reading of “the instantiation of community ... in communal public living” at Occupy 
Oakland (222); and Gareth Brown and others’ framing of Occupy in the UK as an “ethical and caring” response 
to a crisis of care (Brown et al. 78). 
Jamie Matthews’ Deleuzian reading of Occupy London complicates this picture, however. Making use 
of Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of territory as a tripartite process involving the marking of a centre, in which 
space begins to be territorialised, the declaration of a home through acts of bordering, and the eventual overcoming 
of these boundaries, Matthews argues that the encampment was characterised by “stagnation in the moment of 
‘home’ and inability to move beyond this” (138). The camp outside St Paul’s Cathedral was a home for the London 
occupiers, but Matthews argues that this inhibited their ability to continue to take meaningful action, or even to 




demands of strategy but which nonetheless are not separate from the contentious, conflictual, 
confrontational aspects of politics. Rather than operating at a distance from these political 
modalities, or providing respite from them, practices of radical domesticity in movement 
contexts are inseparable from the modes of politics that appear as their antithesis. For Occupy 
encampments to function as homes, Occupiers needed to fend off the police who would (and 
eventually did) evict them; for the anti-globalisation movement’s “homeplaces” to exist, there 
needed to be a summit to place under siege; for Occupy and the anti-globalisation movement 
alike, domestic spaces were places where anarchists could lick their wounds in the intermission 
between battles (this is no doubt why police forces, from Genoa in 2002 to London in 2013, 
made targeting convergence spaces a central part of their own strategies). 
Viewed in terms of its symbiotic relationship with confrontational politics, anarchist 
domesticity occupies a position in the rearguard of struggle. As Juan Duchesne Winter argues, 
we meet with no shortage of vanguard or avant-garde stances, but what is needed is a rearguard 
orientation: a “space of relative autonomy where a new sense of community can be built ... a 
refuge from traumatic exposure to violence, a place for convalescence and creativity” (229). 
Crucially, for Duchesne Winter “[r]earguard activity is not necessarily a synonym nor an 
antonym of militancy or activism” (229); rather it is, or can be, a political mode that sits 
symbiotically alongside militant action. This is a point reaffirmed by Joshua Clover, who 
describes a struggle with two imperatives: “It must be capable of its own reproduction, be a 
site of mutual care; and it must be capable of breaking the procedures of capital. These are not 
opposed, they are the same struggle, and that unity is the real movement” (“To Preserve” 183). 
Anarchist domesticity is a rearguard practice of care that does not shy away from, but rather 
supports and is supported by, militancy. The co-constitution of the rearguard and advance-
guard is no less true in cultural formations where the former has taken the form of an arrière-




a backward-looking alternative to the avant-garde, “where there is an avant-garde, there must 
be an arrière-garde” (633); and as Natalie Adamson and Toby Norris contend, sharp 
distinctions between avant- and arrière- must be broken down and comprehension of their 
interdependence encouraged (1–2). As such, rearguard or arrière-garde does not mean turning 
away from the idea that art has a role to play in political struggle, any more than it means 
downplaying the role of domestic spaces or domestic relations. Rather, as a CrimethInc. poster 
has it, it is an injunction to “be careful with each other, so we can be dangerous together” 
(CrimethInc., “Be Careful” n.d.). 
 
Consent zines: Inheritance and aesthetics 
Attentiveness to the ways in which forms of violence impinge upon domestic spaces and 
processes must, of course, entail consideration of rape, sexual assault and domestic abuse. 
These not only provide incontrovertible evidence for the anarchist thesis that domesticity is not 
a domain free from violence; they are also the subject matter of consent zines. That these topics 
occupy an outsize position in anarchist zine culture is evident, for example, in the 10 categories 
used by the zine distributor Sprout Distro, in which “Accountability & Consent” is ascribed 
equal prominence to familiar themes like “Direct Action,” “History” and “Theory”. The 
proliferation of textual material on these topics has caused some authors to adopt a despairing 
tone: as Aviv Etrebilal wonders in their zine on polyamory, “[h]ow many pamphlets are needed 
to explain how to fuck, how to love, what relationships one should have with one’s body?” (6). 
Precisely why contemporary anarchist authors and scenes have returned so often to these and 
similar questions is one of the central problems which this chapter seeks to address. 
In taking the zine as the form of choice for responding to these problems, consent zines 
take up one of the most common forms of contemporary anarchist literature, one used again 




political questions. The oft-noted “do-it-yourself” (DIY) ethos of the zine subculture (Leonard 
105; Nijsten, “Unruly” 76; Nijsten, “Write” 419; Piano 309–11) lends itself to the purposes 
and priorities of anarchist textual production, as does the capacity of zines and zine 
communities to offer space for women to discuss experiences of abuse and exploitation (see 
Buchanan 124–38; Comstock 389; Duncombe 72; Eichhorn 571; Leonard 106; Schilt 87–88; 
Sinor 246). Little critical attention, however, has been paid to the prevalence of anarchist and 
anarcha-feminist zines dealing with the politics of rape, sexual assault and domestic violence. 
Consent zines no doubt owe their genesis in part to the profuse textual productivity of 
the riot grrrl movement in the United States. Riot grrrl emerged in the early 1990s as a feminist 
cultural and political movement that objected both to pervasive misogyny in American society 
and to the marginalisation of women in punk scenes (Buchanan 27–8). Emphasising DIY 
cultural production that went beyond the reach of punk subcultures, riot grrrl infused its critique 
with a searing, anarchistic anger motivated by a refusal to suppress one’s emotions or to cede 
the territory of confrontational politics to men (Piepmeier 52–3). As numerous scholars have 
shown, the zine form was central to riot grrrl’s coalescence and its influence (see Buchanan, 
Comstock, Duncombe 71–6, Leonard, Piepmeier); zinesters’ and scholars’ understandings of 
the form today remain shaped in large part by riot grrrl’s innovations, as a result of which the 
“fanzine” became the “zine,” a form that transcended fan culture and established deep roots in 
the personal and political domains (Piano 309). Riot grrrl was, crucially, a feminist critique of 
punk subculture and a critique, in word and deed, of the ways that patriarchy seeps into 
purportedly radical spaces (Comstock 385, Duncombe 71, Piepmeier 24–5). The DIY ethic that 
motivated riot grrrl zinesters to take cultural production into their own hands, rather than 
remaining mere consumers, similarly led them to resist punk misogyny in ways that were direct 




critiques that refused to accept that the existing practices of radical milieus were all that was 
on offer, and which charted a path toward a new synthesis of punk and feminism.12 
With this inheritance in mind we can turn to the aesthetics and materiality of consent 
zines. Janice Radway argues that “treating zines simply as texts to be read” always risks 
missing vital aspects of their functions, because zines “are also material objects crafted of 
paper, images, handwriting, myriad typefaces, staples, twine, glitter, stickers, and much more” 
(147). Reading anarchist consent zines in this light, we find that many employ a DIY, cut-and-
paste approach to text and image: handwritten and printed text jostles for space with authors’ 
own illustrations and photographs and textual matter borrowed or détourned from elsewhere, 
such that each page is filled with a morass of textual and visual matter that demands careful 
attention. The “scrappy messiness” of riot grrrl zines (Piepmeier 67), the earlier DIY aesthetic 
of punk fanzines that utilised “typographic elements such as cut-n-paste, ransom notes and 
handwritten and typewritten letterforms” (Triggs 77–8), and punk zines’ positioning “in a 
continuous timeline of self-conscious Dadaist and Situationist International ‘art’ practices” 
(Triggs 74), combine to form consent zines’ particular variant on the DIY aesthetic. This is in 
keeping with anarchism’s own DIY orientation: as Sandra Jeppesen observes, “a DIY ethos 
has been crucial to anarchism since its inception ... : rather than looking to capitalism and the 
state to produce products, culture, and services, anarchists get together and generate these by 
and for ourselves” (“DIY” 203). One central purpose this serves is to signal authenticity: to 
declare independence from mass media, to reject mediation and the insincerity or artifice that 
goes along with it, and to forfeit the right to speak for anyone but oneself. If, as Marshall 
 
12 Other textual precursors predating riot grrrl, with yet other political commitments, can also be identified: Alison 
Piepmeier traces a longer history of women’s participatory media, running from nineteenth-century scrapbooks 
to mimeographed second-wave feminist publications (29–43), while Sheila Liming similarly proposes that zines 
be understood in terms of print history and the politics thereof, rather than through hitherto-dominant frames of 
youth subculture (122–3). Stephen Duncombe, meanwhile, conceives of zines as “the most recent entry in a long 
line of media for the misbegotten, a tradition stretching back to Thomas Paine and other radical pamphleteers, up 




Berman proposes, the demand for authenticity—the vision of “a community in which 
individuality will not be subsumed and sacrificed, but fully developed and expressed” (ix)—
underlies radical politics in the wake of the New Left, the distinctive visual and paratextual 
language of DIY is its cultural correlate. 
The DIY style is an especially fitting aesthetic for articulations of anarchist domesticity 
because the DIY production of zines is also rooted in domestic space. As Sheila Liming 
observes, zine scenes emphasise a “do-it-yourself, homemade style” (121) and pursue “a 
homemade final product” (131). “Homemade” is meant literally here: zines are more likely 
than most texts to have been produced at home and to circulate between homes through face-
to-face or postal networks without mediating commercial institutions. Consent zines, which 
deal with exemplary domestic themes of interpersonal relationships and their relation to 
violence, are themselves produced in domestic spaces, and make this domestic point of origin 
visible to readers through a self-consciously “homemade” set of visual motifs and practices. 
Consent zines differ in vital ways from earlier zines, however, and contemporary 
anarchist zine culture in the United States diverges from other zine cultures in several respects. 
First, contemporary anarchist zines are rarely serialised and are most often published on a one-
off basis.13 In this regard they could also be identified as pamphlets, which for Nicholas 
Thoburn “are discursive fragments, isolated units that tend to be disseminated without the 
intellectual and institutional authority of an established and sanctioned discourse” (85–6). 
Nonetheless, these texts are only ever referred to as zines, and never as pamphlets, and this 
terminological commitment is of great significance: where Thoburn claims that pamphlets are 
characterised by an unbending autonomy from any established discourse, for zinesters the term 
 
13 The only exceptions discussed in this chapter are the two issues of In Our Hands: Using a Community 
Accountability Approach to Address Sexual Violence, Abuse, & Oppression. While Social Detox: Resources for 




nonetheless carries too much of the scent of official, institutional politics, and is too closely 
associated with the “programmatism” that Thoburn elsewhere decries (21). 
Second, in consent zines the aesthetic that Teal Triggs identifies as a “DIY graphic 
language of punk” (70), and which persists and takes on new forms in riot grrrl, coexists with 
a more “professional” set of aesthetic standards: rather than being cut-and-pasted and illicitly 
photocopied, zines like Betrayal: A Critical Analysis of Rape Culture in Anarchist Subcultures 
and CrimethInc.’s Accounting for Ourselves: Breaking the Impasse Around Assault and Abuse 
in Anarchist Scenes have been pieced together in Adobe InDesign or similar software and 
optimised for digital distribution. The DIY aesthetic persists in many cases, but in others is 
superseded by an approach which requires no less careful attention to the details of visuality, 
but which deploys a different set of tools (this is a point I will return to below). 
This indicates a third vital difference: whereas earlier zine cultures centred on face-to-
face distribution or functioned through postal networks (Leonard 106, Piepmeier 74, Zobl 6), 
anarchist zines over the last two decades have moved online. Zines are still printed, and are 
often designed with print in mind, but they are also accessible in PDF format via online 
distributors and archives. The final difference I would like to highlight is another to which I 
will return in greater depth later in the chapter: that consent zines not only inherit a DIY ethos 
and DIY aesthetic from riot grrrl and other precursors, but also articulate a DIY politics. That 
is to say, whereas the DIY ethic has been theorised as “the idea that anyone can actively 
participate and make any form of culture” (Nijsten, “Write” 419), and consequently as “the act 
of taking cultural production into one’s own hands” (Piano 309), consent zines go further by 
transferring the prerogative of active participation and direct engagement from the cultural 
sphere into the political realm. 
With these distinguishing features in mind, it is worth turning to the visual language of 




conjunction of word and image. The first and only issue of Social Detox: Resources for Anti-
Sexist Men (2007), for example, deploys a distinctive set of visual and textual motifs. It begins 
with a handwritten introduction, hand-drawn illustrations and the mantra “Demolish, 
Deconstruct, Destroy, Detox ... Pyramids of Patriarchal Power” (3), then reproduces passages 
from other zines with new illustrations and détourned and collaged photographs (Figure 2). 
Social Detox is published in an unfinished form: one passage on the possibilities for a “radical 
masculinity” begins with the caveat “(not done or refined)” and concludes with the author’s 
note to self: “(Notes; leave room for image.. on r side of page. Make sure I’m not saying the 
same thing I’ve already said earlier in the zine. Make sure to ask more questions and make less 
statements.)” (19). Whether these editorial notes remain in the final published form due to an 
error, or because of a commitment to an open, dialogic editorial process in which the reader 
plays a role, is less significant than the way in which such an improvisatory textual ethic 
manifests anarchist commitments: instead of an authoritarian authorial role, the authorial voice 
is resolute only in its fallibilism. This is in keeping with the ambiguous role of the “anti-sexist 
man”, by and for whom it is written, who cannot purport to have full knowledge of the workings 
of patriarchy: “I know at times my analysis will be lacking. I am no expert. Writing this zine 
is a process for me to better understand this interconnection” (2, underlining as original). 
Elsewhere, the illustration of a dandelion that spreads across both covers recurs as a symbol of 
the authors’ hope for a “social detox”, comparable to the use of dandelion tea as a detoxicant 
(Figure 3). In addition to signifying the soothing or healing power of thought and education, 
the dandelion is a weed that grows unprompted through cracks in the pavement, unwanted or 
devalued but resilient in its autonomy. The dandelion and the alternative medicine practices it 
connotes also indicate an ecological orientation in opposition to the authoritarian, exploitative 
practices of the pharmaceutical industry and much of psychiatry. In the zine’s centre-spread 












































































(15; Figure 4). The incompleteness and DIY form of Social Detox, then, does not inhibit the 
articulation of a distinctive anarcha-feminist visual vocabulary, but rather sits alongside the 
deployment of a set of symbols offering a critique of patriarchal power and an incipient sense 
of possibilities for resistance. 
Cindy Crabb’s Support (2002) evinces a similar DIY aesthetic through its visual and 
textual components, its layout and juxtaposition of textual fragments. While Social Detox 
develops an intricate visual language that unites the text and draws its various components 
together, however, Support foregrounds its own heterodiscursivity: comic strips are 
interspersed with prose accounts; handwritten, typewritten and word-processed bodies of text 
sit alongside one another; and passages are adorned with illustrations. The melange of visual 
formats and means of presentation reflects an array of textual strategies and preoccupations: 
Figure 3. Social Detox, back and front covers. Released under copyleft. 


























































































































































































































letters to Crabb are interwoven with personal reflections, how-to guides, tributes, and passages 
and sections that combine these forms; the existence of an abundance of authors and ideas is 
articulated through a visual emphasis on multiplicity and coexistence. In this regard an open-
ended, nonteleological anarchist (anti)politics finds its visual and textual expression as collage: 
the variety of forms in the zine is a rough, insufficient approximation of the variety of 
perspectives and proposals articulated in its pages. 
The collage aesthetic—which, as Rona Cran argues, has been the dominant, go-to 
modality for art with countercultural or anti-capitalist aspirations since the 1960s (672)—also 
functions to reaffirm the recombinant and citational quality of consent zines: their use and 
misuse of words, images and ideas from other zines, mainstream print and visual culture, and 
“high theory”. CrimethInc.’s Accounting for Ourselves, for example, in arguing against 
vigilante approaches to sexual violence, avers that “you can’t beat up a social relationship” 
(30), drawing on the title (and, implicitly, the argument) of You Can’t Blow Up a Social 
Relationship (c. 1978–9), an influential pamphlet outlining an anarchist argument against 
terrorism. The purpose of a reference such as this is not solely to indicate a common strategic 
position—one that rejects as too simple certain anarchist ideas about the efficacy of violence—
but also to point to a shared body of textual reference points: to reaffirm that these texts function 
in a transnational anarchist space which constitutes a community of readers sharing political 
preconceptions and embedded in at least some of the same tactical, strategic and theoretical 
debates. This positioning is not only reflected through citations like these, though, but is also 
reproduced through them: in the textual reiteration of political common ground, values and 
commitments are reconfirmed and recirculated. 
Elsewhere the same presupposition of political common ground is articulated through 
the use of pieces of textual or visual material across multiple zines: both Ask First! Resources 




Hands: Using a Community Accountability Approach to Address Sexual Violence, Abuse, & 
Oppression utilise charts drawn from the Duluth Model, a domestic abuse intervention 
programme (Ask First! 13–14, In Our Hands 1 21–2). If a Man Commits Rape in Newtown 
refers to the earlier If a Man Commits Rape in IV in its title and praises the earlier zine in its 
introduction (2). Both zines cite a long passage about sexual assault in punk scenes by the 
anarcho-punk musician Adrienne Droogas from the zine Slug and Lettuce, published by the 
New York City graphic artist Fly (If a Man Commits Rape in IV 3; If a Man Commits Rape in 
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visuals and refractory prose are juxtaposed with the more muted account of trauma, memory 
and self-preservation in Audre Lorde’s poem “A Litany for Survival” (1978), reproduced on 
the opposing page (10–11). Through this heteroglossic quality, the possibility for a multiplicity 
of responses to trauma is affirmed: Fly’s uncontrollable anger (“they made her feel like a 
goddam freak like she had to talk about it & she didn’t want to fckn talk about it OK!? – cuz 
she couldnt fckn even really remember it OK!? – O-FCKN-K!?”) is not prioritised over Lorde’s 
more meditative approach; rather, each is viable and valuable, and each has its place.  
The effect of these acts of salvage and juxtaposition is to simultaneously reflect and 
reproduce a quasi-canon of political-cultural reference points that span a number of genres and 
political affiliations. These textual strategies could be understood as practices of détournement, 
the approach associated with the Situationist International that is defined by McKenzie Wark 
as “the strategy of treating the whole of past culture as a commons” (“A Response” n.p.), in 
keeping with the Situationist influence on early punk zines (see Triggs 74). Like the 
Situationists’ uses of détournement, they transform the meaning of textual fragments by 
deploying them in new contexts. Through this irreverent, cut-and-paste approach, zinesters 
“engage in the reclamation and resignification of mass media texts” (Poletti 187–8). Yet 
détournement (literally, “hijacking” or “re-routing”) is a less than ideal model through which 
to understand zines because of the attitude of disrespect or disregard it connotes. While I have 
suggested in the preceding chapter that an anarchist approach to literature must be willing to 
steal and transgress, to be irreverent and disobedient in its approach to texts, and to be attentive 
to these tendencies in literary works, the strategy of consent zines here is somewhat different. 
Rather than appropriating artefacts of hostile mass culture and treating them as common 
property, consent zines borrow from bodies of work that are not the property of the enemy, but 
part of the inheritance (for lack of a better word) of radical movements and communities. To 




bring artefacts together, demonstrate their value and their uses, and create new meanings 
through juxtaposition. 
 Reading zines as the products of processes of curation, which reaffirm community 
bonds through the reproduction of a canon of cultural reference points might also give us cause 
to interpret zine production as a practice of “social authorship” in the sense described by Rachel 
Blau Duplessis. For Duplessis, social authorship is “the deliberate evocation of pluralized 
sounds, sources, languages and communities done by an individual author”, consisting of 
“strategies that pluralize authorship, not dissolve it, in order to acknowledge the multiplicity, 
the self-difference, the heterogeneity of the literary text” (993). Social authorship occurs when 
an author acts to emphasise the inherent sociality of a text, including the social and political 
effects it produces, and thus also its internal multiplicity. Texts that are the product of social 
authorship wear their influences on their sleeves; indeed, they call into question any distinction 
between influence and influenced, preferring to incorporate fragments of other texts in toto. 
Duplessis identifies citation or appropriation, polylinguality and heterodiscursivity as 
rhetorical modes found in social authorship (989), all of which are on display—indeed, are 
foregrounded and highlighted—in consent zines. 
Yet while Stephen Duncombe is right to suggest that zines are defined by their quality 
of being “decidedly amateur” (18, emphasis as original), not all consent zines adopt a 
heterodiscursive collage form or bear the traditional aesthetic hallmarks of the DIY approach. 
Zine scholars have tended to emphasise these aspects, but contemporary consent zines have 
sometimes utilised styles with a significantly more “professional” veneer. CrimethInc.’s Terror 
Incognita is one such zine: printed in two columns with footnotes and stylised headings, it uses 
early modern world maps as a motif suggesting the possibility of unmapped territories in its 
discussion of the limits of the consent concept when applied to encounters outside of the sexual 




critique of the rhetoric of “safe spaces” employed in some radical milieus: as the authors insist, 
in bold print spread across the page, “forget queer safe spaces let’s get terrified” (Figure 6; 43). 
Against a backdrop of what looks like animals hurtling off a cliff, the authors ask, “[b]eyond 
our familiar desires and identities, past the limits of civil discourses and consensus reality, / on 
the furthest edge of the map of what we know, there is a cliff. / Do we dare?” (47). By 
repeatedly returning to a visual language of the unknown, the unmapped (or unmappable) and 
the terra that is terror-inducing and terrifying, CrimethInc. develop a distinctive visual 
language that is functionally very similar to that deployed in Social Detox. While that of Terror 
Incognita appears sleeker, more polished and refined, it is no less “DIY” than its precursors 
insofar as such design can be relatively easily produced in widely-available software like 
Canva or InDesign. Likewise, the use of pirated proprietary software or eternally-deferred “free 
trials” is not dissimilar from earlier zinesters’ use of their workplaces’ or schools’ 
photocopying equipment (see Comstock 395, Eichhorn 573). In this regard the aesthetic of a 
Figure 5. CrimethInc., Terror Incognita: Reflections on Consent & Consensus, Queer Sexuality & 





zine like Terror Incognita should be read as an update on the traditional DIY aesthetic, rather 
than a departure from it: the DIY ethos and its cognate political commitments persist here in a 
new form. 
 
Community accountability, rape culture and the transformation of subjectivity 
Foregrounding zines’ aesthetic qualities and materialities, though, need not mean forgetting 
their explicit politics: the critique of patriarchal power they offer, and the ways in which they 
attempt to escape the clutches of representation and to function as political interventions. In 




this and the following section I will describe the functions of consent zines in this regard and 
the forms through which these functions are sought and achieved. This move, I will argue, is 
equivalent to a move from the DIY aesthetics or DIY culture described above towards a DIY 
politics in which cultural formations are by no means effaced, but rather used to engender 
political action. First, though, it is worth outlining the vitally significant role of community 
accountability, as an anarchist or anarchistic response to interpersonal violence, in the debates 
staged in consent zines, and examining the zines’ distinctive accounts of power and 
subjectivity, which constitute an important episode in the development of the anarchist 
domesticity introduced above. In order to do so, this section will place consent zines’ critique 
of power’s workings in dialogue with that of Seth Tobocman’s graphic novel War in the 
Neighborhood (1999). 
 The idea of a community-centred response to violence as an alternative to the state’s 
judicial system was broached by classical anarchist critiques of prisons, including those of 
Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman and Peter Kropotkin. Each argued that prisons tended to 
encourage recidivism, thus failing on their own terms; identified prisons as microcosms of 
arbitrary and unjust state power; and steadfastly rejected the idea that any sort of prison reform, 
or any approach short of abolition, could be a solution (Berkman, Life 276–7; Goldman 332–
46; Kropotkin, Revolutionary Pamphlets 220–35). Responding to the problems posed by “those 
individuals with evil tendencies whom existing society will pass on to us after the revolution,” 
Kropotkin argued “it will be our task to prevent their exercising these tendencies” by offering 
“fraternal treatment and moral support” (Revolutionary Pamphlets 235). 
Kropotkin is responding to the question of how anti-social behaviour will be prevented 
“after the revolution,” but contemporary anarchists often argue for the efficacy of processes 
with similar commitments in the here and now. CrimethInc.’s Fuck Abuse, Kill Power, the 




to explore systems of justice that hold people accountable to each other, rather than to a higher 
power” (8) and “we need to create models of transformative justice that can replace the criminal 
justice system without replicating any feature of it” (9). Why Misogynists Make Great 
Informants: How Gender Violence on the Left Enables State Violence in Radical Movements 
(a consent zine that is also part of the body of anarchist writing on security culture discussed 
in chapter 1) similarly contends that “we must develop a model for collective accountability 
that truly treats the personal as political and helps us to begin practicing justice in our 
communities” (16). These accounts, and the approaches they describe, draw not only on the 
anarchist tradition but also on contemporary theoretical currents addressing restorative justice, 
transformative justice, prison abolition and police abolition (see Chen et al.; Davis; R. W. 
Gilmore ch. 5–6; Vitale; for an overview of these developments’ relation to anarchism, see 
Gaarder). It is also important to note here that these insights and practices have reached the 
predominantly white U.S. anarchist milieu from communities of colour in the United States 
and beyond which have, as Julia Downes notes, “established a legacy of self-determined 
community alternatives to address lived experiences of violence without seeking safety and 
protection from the police” over the course of decades (207). 
Accountability processes involve not only identifying wrongdoing and dispute 
resolution, but also, at least in the ideal case, demand the perpetrator reckon with their 
behaviour and make amends. As a non-state response to violence that both empowers the 
“community” as a collective subject and identifies it as the necessary locus of action, 
community accountability both harks back to a (real or envisioned) model of justice that 
preceded the state and, if only in its aspirations, provides the basis for a model that could 
supplant that of the state. Indeed, the present-orientation of these practices typically has the 
effect that they are only practiced amongst those (anarchists or otherwise) who are already 




anarchists may have envisioned as an alternative to the state’s totalising power, they are 
subcultural praxes responding to subcultural problems. Nonetheless, as for Kropotkin and his 
contemporaries—each of whom was at times a prisoner and drew upon first-hand experiences 
in their critiques of prisons and proposals for alternatives—it is through the specific and 
specifically troubling problems of replacing state-centric modes of justice that the state and its 
abuses become concretised. While state power may at times be an abstraction for anarchists, 
only glimpsed but never witnessed in totality, the microcosmic function of the prison provides 
a means both to grasp the state in toto and to comprehend the task of abolishing it. 
While zines like Fuck Abuse, Kill Power and Why Misogynists Make Great Informants 
may uncritically celebrate accountability processes, other zines pay much more critical 
attention to it, both in order to highlight its failures to live up to its stated aims and in pursuit 
of a political justification for violent retribution. These include Betrayal’s argument about the 
apparently uneven application of anarchist principles in accountability processes. “Despite 
being a community which is explicitly political in nature,” the author(s) contend, “anarchists 
often depoliticize interpersonal violence and divorce it from its roots in systemic power.... In 
our casual conversations, we agree ‘power concedes nothing without the threat of force’, yet 
our attempts at accountability usually take the form of moral suasion, relying on liberal-
bourgeois notions of choice” (4). Anarchists would not, the text suggests, try to resolve any 
other social conflict through conciliation, mediation or dialogue, but would rather—as, for 
example, Berkman does in a passage quoted above—acknowledge the necessity, or at least the 
ubiquity, of intractable hostility and violence. Why, then, the zine asks, do anarchists think that 
dialogue or discussion can provide resolution in instances of interpersonal abuse? 
A similar hypothesis about apparent double standards is articulated in “Notes on 
Survivor Autonomy and Violence”, an essay featured in Dangerous Spaces, which describes 




otherwise ‘radical’ circles—one that takes for granted that anarchist men should receive 
treatment distinct from other men” (15). Whereas violent, confrontational or retributive 
responses are always on the table for rapists who do not call themselves anarchists, it is 
presumed that “anarchist men who commit sexual violence should first be approached from a 
standpoint of community repair” (15). The author contends that this is a paradox: 
if anything, shouldn’t men in these communities be held to a more immediate standard 
given their implicit allegiance to certain ideals off the bat, and their (unfortunately, 
often falsely) assumed understanding and critique of capitalist patriarchy and its 
functions? Shouldn’t men in these communities be even more detested for falsely 
displaying comradeship for, and then afterwards still expecting it from, the survivors 
of their actions? (Dangerous Spaces 15) 
The essays and communiqués in Dangerous Spaces translate these critiques into practice by 
articulating the need for a politics of direct confrontation in opposition to gender violence. 
“[R]ecognizing the overwhelming failure of accountability processes,” the zine “posit[s] an 
insurrectional practice against rapists and abusers that ... offer[s] attack as an option for 
survivors” (3)—in an effort, perhaps, to reclaim the “capacity for violence” that Sharon Marcus 
argues is eroded by rape culture with the tacit support of dominant accounts of rape prevention 
(395). “Notes on Survivor Autonomy”, having pointed out the apparent contradiction in 
refusing to countenance retribution against anarchist men, goes on to formulate a theory of 
revenge that connects responses to gender violence to other forms of anarchist political 
engagement: “when we break windows, or advocate general/human strike, are we holding 
capital accountable, or enacting revenge upon it? In reaction to the constant attack of capitalist 
domination, aren’t all political actions ideally vengeful?” (18). Dangerous Spaces is significant 
for its success in making the vital move from a critique of accountability to a proposal for an 
alternative, and in so doing maintaining an anarchist insistence on direct action, a willingness 
to iconoclastically reject certain anarchist assumptions, and an appreciation of the omnipresent 




Before addressing in greater depth these modes of response to violence, and texts’ 
imbrication in such action, though, it is necessary to consider the account of power that forms 
their backdrop. Consent zines, as anarchist interventions on topics including the causes and 
social meanings of rape and sexual violence, can be situated amongst the body of texts 
discussing and dissecting the concept of rape culture, defined by Nickie D. Phillips as “the 
cultural normalization of sexual violence” (2). While only some of the zines explicitly employ 
the term, almost all are concerned with the processes by which, in western liberal democracies 
in the twenty-first century, rape is normalised or glossed over and its consequences minimised. 
If, as Phillips argues, “rape culture” has seen an upsurge of attention in the 2010s, moving from 
a term of art in scholarly and activist discourses to one circulating across popular culture (4), 
consent zines constitute a distinctive intervention on this terrain. 
Phillips documents the ways in which theories of rape culture are inherently theories of 
texts or theories of representation: one early use of the phrase was in the film Rape Culture 
(1975), produced by Cambridge Documentary Films, which drew upon cinema and advertising 
as examples (Phillips 9), while Emilie Buchwald, Pamela Fletcher and Martha Roth’s 
Transforming a Rape Culture (1995) contended that rape culture is reproduced in “TV 
programs and ads, in newspapers, novels, poetry, songs, opera, rock, and rap, on every 
billboard, in every shop window, on every museum wall” (qtd. in Phillips 12). As a theory of 
the effects of these texts and paratextual materials on people’s and communities’ attitudes and 
practices, rape culture simultaneously emerges as a theory of subjectivity; that is to say, of the 
way that perspectives, beliefs and presuppositions are formed and reinforced. Theorists of rape 
culture propose a model of subjectivity according to which texts inculcate us into accepting 
certain ideas and comprehending the social world in certain ways. On this basis accounts of 




and do not imagine ourselves to be outside of the relations of power that they describe, rape 
culture demands subjectivity be transformed. 
Reconstructing the rape culture concept in light of anarchist domesticity, consent zines 
use a variety of textual strategies to highlight and respond to topologies of domination in which 
power is exerted not simply from external sources but also from within authors and their 
interlocutors. The essay “We Are All Survivors, We Are All Perpetrators,” in Let’s Talk About 
Consent Baby, finds that “in our authoritarian society, domination infects everything, resulting 
in even our most intimate and cherished relationships being tainted with subtle—or sometimes 
not so subtle—unequal power dynamics” (Down There Health Collective 13). The logic of 
“infection” is no doubt key here: domination works as a virus or parasite that penetrates a 
bounded body or mind and subverts it, rendering it “tainted”; or seeps into a domestic space, 
rendering it unstable and contested. Through a military analogy that functions in similar ways, 
Betrayal understands rape culture as a process of internalisation that renders directly repressive 
power unnecessary: 
if a survivor can be silenced, and their experiences normalized into a culture of Rape, 
repression will become redundant. It follows that the lack of such outright repression, 
when paired with a lack of support for survivors and a lack of accountability for 
perpetrators, is not indicative of an absence of Rape Culture, but the opposite; it reveals 
a Culture of Rape that is totally ingrained, like an occupation that has become so 
entrenched as to render the tanks and soldiers unnecessary. (9) 
Here the infection penetrating the social body is rendered as the military force that, following 
a successful invasion, has stood down its troops and solidified its power. Through its use of the 
rhetoric of military engagement, the zine contends that acknowledging the psychic workings 
of domination does not entail a retreat from combative politics. Rape culture may be “totally 
ingrained” but is nonetheless an exertion of power that can be arrested or met with a 
counteroffensive—a sort of psychic guerrilla warfare that takes the enemy’s complacency as 
its opening. There is an identical topology of power at work here: rape culture is understood as 




their will or better judgement, demanding a wholesale transformation to destabilise it. The 
object of this topology of power is one that seeps into the subject from the outside, but—
vitally—this is a process that has always already occurred. There is no pristine subject prior to 
power’s impact, because its influence has no discernible origin point. Accounts of rape culture 
are here absorbed and reformulated as holistic theories of the workings of patriarchal power in 
which sexual violence is ascribed a central role. 
 These conceptualisations of power resonate with certain better-known theoretical 
developments, detailed elaborations of which would be beyond the scope of this chapter but 
which it is nonetheless worth summarising. In particular, they of course resemble Foucault’s 
account of capillary power (see for example “Prison Talk” 39), as well as Deleuze and 
Guattari’s accounts of micropolitics and microfascisms (A Thousand Plateaus 250–1), each of 
which aim to refute conceptualisations of power as emanating from a single source or as taking 
forms that are solely top-down. Guattari’s account of capitalism’s infiltration of “the most 
unconscious subjective strata” and the need, accordingly, “to confront capitalism’s effects in 
the domain of mental ecology in everyday life” (Three Ecologies 49–50), also resonates with 
consent zines’ critique and the contours of anarchist domesticity. More recently, Byung-Chul 
Han has described the supersession of Foucauldian disciplinary power in its classical mode by 
the “achievement society,” in which power seeks to build pressure within the subject, resulting 
in burnout and depression (ix). On a more fundamental level, both consent zines’ critique and 
the theoretical legacy they refract may have been made possible by the familiar feminist 
assertion that “the personal is political”, which, as Ann J. Cahill argues, was central to the 
reframing of rape as a political issue rather than a private or (solely) personal matter in 1970s 
feminist interventions on the topic (42). Sharon Marcus’ account of rape as a linguistic 
phenomenon, and her suggestion that “patriarchy acquires its consistency as an overarching 




(391) in some respects bridges the gap between the feminist insight and its Deleuzian and 
Foucauldian reconfigurations. It is no doubt significant, then, that consent zines frequently 
arrive at similar conclusions, and more significant still that they are able to do so in ways 
wherein formal and literary elements resonate with the political arguments offered. 
A very similar account of power, once again in relation to interpersonal violence in 
domestic space, can be witnessed in Seth Tobocman’s graphic novel War in the Neighborhood 
(1999).14 Tobocman’s semi-autobiographical account of squatting in New York’s Lower East 
Side in the 1980s documents both the political contestation in which the squatters were 
engaged—the process of gentrification afflicting the neighbourhood, the constant threat of 
eviction and homelessness, and the occasional riots that broke out in and around Tompkins 
Square Park—and the internal conflicts in the occupied buildings. War in the Neighborhood is 
an exemplary anarchist text: it is drawn directly from political action, searing in its hostility to 
those forces that inhibited the squatters’ experiments in freedom (police, gentrifiers, fascists), 
and designed, in its stark black-and-white aesthetic, to be reproduced for political purposes. 
(No matter, then, that Tobocman in his 2016 afterword concludes that “we were wrong in 
assuming that ... a Squat, an affinity group or any other collective can become 100% 
autonomous and self governing”, and argues for the regrettable necessity of “a larger form of 
organization ... [and] something that performs the function of a criminal justice system” [337].) 
The Lower East Side’s squatters succeeded in transforming the neighbourhood’s 
abandoned tenements, through painstaking self-organised labour, into homes that functioned 
as hubs for organising and shelter for sections of the city’s homeless (Vasudevan ch. 8). War 
in the Neighborhood dramatises a series of narratives from this unique moment, and in so doing 
does not shy away from depicting internal conflicts and instances of interpersonal violence in 
the squatted buildings. A chapter entitled “Kicking in Joan’s Door,” set in the fictional 
 




“Deadlock House,” concerns Joan, described as “one of those oddly serious, almost priggish 
anarchists who rally behind that old slogan ‘anarchy is responsibility’” (292), her abusive 
partner Guy, and the squatters’ attempts to accept or evade responsibility for domestic violence 
in their midst. Guy’s transgression involves not only physically attacking Joan, but also 
breaking down the door to her apartment (295; Figure 7). Confronted with this double 
incursion, both against Joan’s body and against the sanctity of her home, the squatters hold a 
meeting to discuss their options, where they quiz her on her experience (299). At the chapter’s 
beginning Joan is depicted with her torso replaced with the building, thus both as someone “at 
one with” the building through her work on it, and as someone especially “solid” or formidable 
(292; Figure 8). Now, however, her face is split among the panels of the page—torn apart by 
the demand that she relive her trauma—as the inquisition she faces is “like having her door 
forced open all over again!” (299; Figure 9). These pages are especially wrenching because 
the squatters, by and large, are trying to do the right thing: by ascribing a central place to Joan’s 
wishes and asking her what course of action she wants (299), they are working in accordance 
with models of community accountability that emphasise “survivor-led justice” as a necessity. 
But by encouraging Joan to lead the process they inadvertently abdicate their own 
responsibility to mitigate the harm done to her, and unintentionally reproduce that violence. In 
documenting this failure Tobocman dramatises the critiques of accountability processes that 
recur in consent zines, such as that of If a Man Commits Rape in Newtown, which rails against 
“passive, downplayed, dis-empowering and re-tramatising [sic] failed attempts” (6). Thus 
when one of Tobocman’s squatters asks, “[w]hat are we doing, having experiments in how to 
have bad relationships ... ?” (300), she refers both to the original act of violence and the ways 
in which it is repeated and reinscribed by the processes that attempt to respond to it. 
War in the Neighborhood belongs to the tradition of American domestic fiction not 




the narratives that make up the graphic novel is marked by an interest in the political 
significance of the home and the squatters’ efforts to make and remake home in abandoned 
buildings. Like canonical American domestic novels such as Warner’s The Wide, Wide World 
and Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Tobocman’s graphic novel is concerned not with domestic 
space as a static edifice or an abstract notion but instead primarily as a space produced and 





transformed by the interpersonal relationships found there—in which regard it is also a staging 
of Heckert’s conception of anarchism as an ethics of precisely such relationships. Tobocman 
breaks with the tradition of domestic fiction, however, in obvious ways: whereas domestic 
fiction in the United States was primarily a nineteenth-century phenomenon, and as a genre is 
defined chiefly with reference to the gender of its authors and primary characters, War is a 
product of the late twentieth century, written by a man, and dealing with a cast of characters in 
Figure 8. Tobocman, War in the Neighborhood, p. 292 (detail). Used with 




which Tobocman’s representation of himself is the protagonist. War is better read, following 
Jacobson, as a work of neodomestic fiction: the revival of domestic tropes in the American 
novel since the 1980s defined by the spatiality of its narratives and the central role afforded to 





the home, and marked by its emphasis on relational space, domestic mobility, and domestic 
renovation and redesign (Jacobson 4). Where earlier domestic fictions conceived of homes, for 
good or ill, as stable spaces, neodomesticity invokes a productive domestic instability, in which 
the home becomes more precarious and less bounded, with liberatory implications. 
Accordingly, as suggested above, neodomesticity has much in common with the anarchist 
conception of domesticity as a space that provides no escape from violence, but instead is 
shaped by the need to reckon with violence in its midst. Indeed, Jacobson’s suggestion that the 
neodomestic novel emerges from the Reagan era and the reshaping of the politics and 
economics of housing by neoliberalism in the 1980s is made especially apparent in the graphic 
novel’s placing of domestic turmoil and domestic violence in the context of New York City’s 
gentrification and resistance thereto. War represents an anarchist intervention on the terrain of 
American domestic fiction, a neodomestic imaginary in which the stability of domestic space 
is undercut by political contestation—by a war that rages across society, within the home, and 
within the subject. 
The unstable topologies of neodomestic fiction are exemplified in War’s 
documentation of the squats of the Lower East Side, which were precarious, contingent 
domestic spaces, at times threatened both by their inhabitants’ conflicts and by political and 
economic forces beyond the squatters’ control. Tobocman’s homes are sites for the attempted 
practice of anarchistic social relations: in his depiction of ABC Community Center, two 
squatters are depicted writing rules that prohibit violence, drugs, alcohol, theft and sexual 
harassment on a wall, as another looks on and half-jokingly deems their work “the 1st stages 
of socialist construction” (214–5; Figure 10). The frontispiece to a chapter entitled “House 
Rules” shows a similar list painted on a padlocked door: “1 workday per week, $75 a month 
rent, no hard drugs, no violence, no racism, no sexism” (227). Deanna Dadusc, in her study of 




and the pursuit of autonomy, in which “the capacity to transform the very relations of power 
in which we constitute ourselves as subjects” is emphasised (172); the forms of “informal law” 
(Finchett-Maddock 16) depicted in these scenes aspire to similar transformations. But these 
efforts at equitable self-governance inevitably fall short of their goals: conflicts occur and 
attempts at conflict resolution only beget further conflict, often along lines of gender and race. 
War’s neodomesticity, in which homeplaces are destabilised by the incursions of dynamics of 
power, is replicated in its incipient theory of subjectivity, shared with consent zines, which 
traces and delineates the production of the self through the internalisation of structures of 
domination. Where Cindy Milstein’s zine Organizing Social Spaces as if Social Relations 
Matter describes “[t]he conundrum of remaking ourselves as we attempt to remake society” 
(4), Tobocman, ruminating on the failure of the infrastructures of the squatters’ movement to 





mitigate the effects of addiction and homelessness, asks “[w]hen will we have a movement that 
renovates people, as well as buildings?” (265). 
Tobocman understands the squatters’ failure to “renovate people,” or to practice 
feminist and anti-racist social relations, as the product of inescapable, even omnipotent forms 
of structural violence: “homelessness / addiction / A.I.D.S. / this is how they try to kill us” (82; 
Figure 11). In these panels Tobocman depicts figures with skulls for faces slumped in an alley, 
shooting up and hooked up to an IV in a hospital bed, each having succumbed to that violence. 
Elsewhere a double-page spread depicts a skeleton pulling levers on a machine connected by 
wires to characters’ heads (Figure 12); the captions written across their faces outline the 
misperceptions of one another which have developed (262–3). In stark white lettering against 
a black background is the text: “We tried to build a movement of diverse people united by a 
common need for housing. But our distrust for each other undermined our best efforts. The cop 





in our head represses us better than any police force. Through generations of conditioning, the 
system has created people who have a very hard time coming together to create resistance” 
(263). The skeleton, Tobocman’s preferred symbol of the police and fascism throughout the 
graphic novel, is representative both of external forces of oppression and of “the cop inside 
one’s head” (a phrase Tobocman borrows from the May 1968 uprising): it is both the 
personification of death and dehumanisation, and something quite literally inside each of us, 
which we cannot ever cease carrying with us. The topology of power documented in these 
panels is one shared with the accounts of infection and invasion in “We Are All Survivors, We 
Are All Perpetrators” and Betrayal, and marked by the constitutive tension of anarchist 
domesticity: each describes malign influences entering and shaping subjectivity (or having 
always already entered and shaped it), becoming part of the self and transforming domestic 





space into a political space, one marked by the violence that dominates but also, potentially, 
by a violence that liberates. 
 
From DIY culture to DIY politics: Dialogism and didacticism 
How, though, do consent zines propose anarchists ought to respond—or, better, how do the 
texts themselves respond—to such a configuration of power? In what ways do the texts enact—
or, indeed, constitute—processes for responding to violence? In the terms suggested in the 
previous chapter, these are active texts, the political effects of which can be followed; in this 
section, returning to the politics of do-it-yourself cultural production, I will respond to these 
questions by showing that the zines’ DIY textual ethic is accompanied, and to some extent 
supplanted, by a commitment to DIY politics, through which the text plays a role in guiding, 
encouraging or exhorting political action. As suggested above, the forms of action thus 
produced are subcultural solutions to subcultural problems—they are micropolitical, but, as 
Deleuze and Guattari insist, all politics has its micropolitics (A Thousand Plateaus 249). The 
experiences described—and, as we have seen and will continue to see, consent zines do 
frequently describe specific experiences—are not universal, but are nonetheless significant. 
In addition to implicitly identifying a body of textual reference points common to 
authors and readers through a homemade, DIY collage aesthetic—one which places disparate 
textual elements in dialogue with one another—consent zines also provide means for active 
dialogue between readers and texts. Questionnaires are a common form, intended to encourage 
readers to examine and reconsider their presuppositions and their understandings of their 
experiences. Support and Learning Good Consent, for example, begin with the same set of 83 
questions, ranging from the general—“1. How do you define consent?”—to questions intended 
to challenge more specific entrenched views and practices—“73. Do you think if a person has 




Do you complain or refuse safe sex or the type of birth control you [sic] partner wants to use 
because it reduces your pleasure? Do you try to manipulate your partner about these issues?” 
(Crabb 2–4, Learning Good Consent 3–5). The authors suggest that the questions might “help 
people to think deeply, and ... help open up conversations about consent” (Crabb 2, Learning 
Good Consent 3). Let’s Talk: Feminist Communication for Radicalizing Sex, Consent, & 
Interpersonal Dynamics, produced by the New York City-based collectives Fuckin’ (A) and 
Support New York, is also in places structured around such a hope for dialogue, with parts of 
pages left blank with exercise book-style lines for “brainstorming” by the reader on specific 
themes: for example, “what is sex? Or, more importantly, what do you and your community 
want sex to be? What has sex been for you at its absolute best, and [what] would you like it to 
be, feel like, and contain?” (7, emphasis as original). Thoughts About Community Support 
Around Intimate Violence similarly contains a blank page marked “a page for writing down 
important ideas” in its inside front cover (iii). Dialogue here entails not only bidirectional 
communication between reader and text, but also the ways a text encourages “dialogue ... 
within activists’ own heads (and lives!)” (Barker and Cox §2). In this way the zines temporarily 
recuse themselves from any representational or didactic responsibilities, placing the reader’s 
capacity to articulate their own experiences on equal footing with any authorial intervention. 
The temporal distancing inherent in the DIY ethic associated with zines is thereby collapsed: 
rather than merely suggesting that readers might, in the future, produce their own zines, the 
introduction of blanks and gaps for readers to fill creates space for readerly creativity in the 
immediate present. 
Authors’ hopes for zines to be dialogic spaces in which readers’ interventions speak 
directly back to authors’ intentions are also apparent in the inclusion of contact details and 
requests for feedback by post or email. Marion Leonard has commented on the role of postal 




of zines involves tapping into ... informal friendship networks” (106). As Kate Eichhorn 
suggests, encouraging connections such as these “enables people to establish networks and 
build alliances in spaces where neither location nor bodies appear to matter” (566). Several 
zines list email addresses (Fuckin’ (A) and Support New York 26; How to Put Together 15, In 
Our Hands 1 2, 26; In Our Hands 2 1, 39; Social Detox 27; Thoughts About Community Support 
ii); others provide postal addresses (Crabb 62, Ask First! 47); and authors of shorter pieces 
included in compilation zines also sometimes provide contact information and request 
feedback (Ask First! 44; Crabb 22, 25; Down There Health Collective 17; Learning Good 
Consent 31; Urb 78, 100). Such a dialogic practice can be understood in the terms suggested 
by Mikhail Bakhtin, to whose work on dialogism, polyphony and heteroglossia as features of 
carnival I will return in the following chapter: as Robert Stam observes, dialogism in the 
Bakhtinian sense is part of non-canonical texts, or texts often not thought of as “texts”, and is 
no less present in everyday speech and popular culture than in art or literature (132). The two 
volumes of In Our Hands are especially interesting when viewed as exercises in anarchist 
dialogue: the first is introductory and knowingly incomplete, containing outlines of concepts 
used and views shared by the authorial collective, whereas the second, subtitled Breaking the 
Silence and drawing on a spring 2016 call for submissions, is longer and contains more detailed, 
personal accounts. The call for submissions emphasises the necessity of connecting personal 
experiences to structures of violence: “We aim to dismantle Rape Culture by examining each 
piece of its extremely complex structure. One of the first steps in this process is to identify 
violent, abusive, and oppressive behaviors. We are looking for stories from survivors of sexual 
violence, abuse, and/or oppression about your experience and struggles with ‘breaking the 
silence’” (“Call for Submissions” n.p.). Through the issuing of such a call, the DIY ethos is 




own zine, the reader is invited to become a part of a broader process of social authorship that 
brings together and juxtaposes multifarious experiences. 
Similarly, consent zines’ DIY ethos sometimes entails direct or indirect forms of 
didacticism, in which suggestions, guidance, or (less frequently) instructions are given to 
readers. In this regard they can be situated not only as a vital moment in the history of zines 
and of anarchist literary production, but also as an update on the long-established didactic mode 
in American domestic literature. As scholars of nineteenth-century domesticity have shown, 
domestic fictions worked in alliance with didactic texts, advice manuals and “conduct books.” 
“[T]hese manuals”, Karen Halttunen explains, “offered advice on manners, morals, personal 
appearance, mental development, and work habits; they instructed their readers where to live, 
what to eat, how to entertain themselves, and when and whom to marry” (1). Advice literature, 
Mary P. Ryan argues, was an intrinsically domestic genre, functioning as “the liturgy of a cult 
of domesticity” (17). Nineteenth-century advice books were not unconcerned with sex, nor, as 
Karen Lystra shows, did they offer universally puritanical perspectives on intimacy; rather, 
alongside more conservative authors there were others who encouraged sex as vital to human 
health and happiness (Lystra 101–2). As Ryan shows, the history of advice writing is 
interwoven with the history of American “literature” proper: from 1810, sentimental domestic 
poetry began to appear alongside advice (30), and an “amalgamation of fiction, didacticism, 
and domesticity” emerged between 1825 and 1850 (34). Conduct books often used fiction as a 
rhetorical mode (Newton 11), and prominent advice authors such as Catharine Sedgwick and 
Lydia Maria Child also published fictions that addressed domestic themes and served didactic 
functions (Ryan 23). The connection between didacticism and domesticity, viewed in this light, 
is both persistent and indicative of the ways that, in consent zines no less than in conduct books, 
literary form is central to both the construction of the domestic and the pursuit of political 




Consent zines of course differ from conduct books in ways that are various and vital: 
where conduct books were resolutely patriarchal and closely tied to the imaginary of American 
patriotism, consent zines are anti-authoritarian, feminist and anti-fascist. Nonetheless, they 
have a common locus in domestic space and a common orientation toward didacticism, which 
in the consent zine is reworked and reshaped in various ways. Once again, we can identify a 
shift from domesticity to neodomesticity: from a conservative conception of domestic space, 
in which domestic stability, the nation-state and unshakeable gender roles are valorised, to a 
radical one in which instability and conflict are acknowledged in their omnipresence and a 
variety of departures from the political status quo are made possible. Consent zines effect a 
move from domestic ideology to neodomestic revolution, or from domesticity to 
neodomesticity and beyond, to anarchism, while remaining situated in domestic space and in 
the didactic mode. 
While consent zines are sometimes explicitly designed to function as how-to guides, 
however, their didacticism is often subtler, working in different ways. When zines are directly, 
explicitly didactic they often adopt a similar paratactical form to the questionnaires discussed 
above, listing guidelines or points to consider: see, for example, the five “Things the 
Community Can Do When Made Aware of Rape” and six “Things Perpetrators Can Do When 
Called-Out for Rape” in If a Man Commits Rape in Newtown (7–8), and the ten points of 
“Supporting Someone Who’s Reliving Sexual Assault”, and the fifteen suggestions for “things 
to do when you are having trouble staying present” in Support (Crabb 43–7). In each of these 
passages the function of the text is to directly advise or guide in a range of situations; here zines 
provide instructions that are immediately and straightforwardly translatable into actions. Other 
zines, however, cast doubt on whether didacticism of this sort is compatible with anarcha-
feminist principles, or is too proximate to representation, carrying the latter’s risk of 




goals as to “help men deconstruct patriarchy within themselves for the sake of women’s 
liberation” and to “help men deconstruct patriarchy within themselves for the sake of their own 
liberation” (4)—the zine does not seek to instruct or even to guide but simply to “help”. 
UBUNTU and Men Against Rape Culture write in Supporting a Survivor of Sexual Assault 
that their zine “is intended to help you support someone through their healing process” (4): not 
“will,” nor “should,” just “intended to”; not “resolve” or “encourage,” just, again, “help” and 
“support”. The introduction to Thoughts About Community Support explains that the zine 
contains “suggestions for how to do good support for people who have recently experienced 
intimate violence” and “ideas for how to do both physical and emotional support” (1): again, 
“suggestions” and “ideas,” not plans, rules or solutions. 
Through a constant rhetoric of reticence and fallibility, zines’ authors and editors 
downplay their own authority and expertise. Cheyenne, in the introduction to Ask First!, 
prefaces the zine by noting that “this information is just a place to begin” and continues: “i 
don’t profess to know everything about the subject; there are no easy answers, and i’m not a 
trained therapist.... this zine is a guide to assisting others with their issues, and confronting our 
own. hopefully, you can take the information in here and use it as inspiration to work towards 
the liberation of all people—abused or not” (2). The language of this passage—“guide,” 
“hopefully,” “assisting,” “inspiration”—once again carefully skirts any imputation of authority 
to the text, which is treated instead as a humble offering that might be of use but just as easily 
might prove entirely insufficient. This is the possibility Urb confronts in her introduction to 
It’s Down to This: 
When I first planned this zine’s existence a couple of years ago, I naïvely envisioned it 
to be a sort of community response to sexual violence manual or perpetrator 
accountability “how-to” guide. 
In the time since, I have had some significant shifts in perspective so that I don’t 
think a “how-to” guide is necessarily possible or even makes sense. 
It is instead a zine compilation that reflects upon and questions where we are at 
in seeking out new and alternative ways to respond to sexual violence within whatever 




Urb describes a process in which simple didacticism—writing a “manual” in the “how-to” 
mode—is abandoned as naïve and, in its place, the more modest yet more fertile project of 
“reflecting” and “questioning” is taken up. A similar set of commitments are articulated in 
Crabb’s introduction to Support, which describes the zine’s approach as one involving “no 
formulas, no simple answers, just trying to peel back the layers—the heart of it, the hurt and 
fear and aloneness, the helplessness and failures and how we have pulled through, what we 
have learned, how we have grown, what we can teach eachother” (1).15 
 Elsewhere, though, a stronger, less restrained critique of didacticism is articulated, one 
that draws upon and refracts the anarchist critique of representation. Aviv Etrebilal, for 
example protests in Butterflies, Polyamory & Ideology that “[w]e do not try to do what we 
want, we try to want what we should want, and there are plenty of pamphlets, books and texts 
in the press catalogues of our milieus that explain what we should want, rather than urging us 
to follow our authentic, individual desires” (6, emphasis as original). Texts, Etrebilal suggests, 
sometimes play a coercive role, instilling inauthentic desires and constraining the possibility 
of individual flourishing; zines which adopt a didactic mode in discussions of interpersonal 
relationships may be especially to blame. In keeping with this observation, other zines play 
with or subvert the possibility of didacticism in ways that parallel the anti-manifesto’s 
subversion of the manifesto form (discussed in the preceding chapter). If a Man Commits Rape 
in IV contains a list which prima facie resembles those discussed above; it becomes clear on 
reading, however, that it is satire. Titled “Ten Rape Prevention Tips”, its suggestions include: 
If you pull over to help a woman whose car has broken down, remember not to rape 
her.... If you are in an elevator and a woman gets in, don’t rape her.... When you 
encounter a woman who is asleep, the safest course of action is to not rape her.... Carry 
 
15 Crabb uses “eachother” as a single word throughout the introduction, continuing, “[i]n my ideal world, people 
who weren’t abused would talk to eachother and learn from eachother ways to support and understand us” (1). 
Interestingly, this was also the habit of the British militant and poet Anna Mendelssohn, who Sara Crangle 




a rape whistle. If you find that you are about to rape someone, blow the whistle until 
someone comes to stop you. (18) 
These instructions not only abrade the misogynistic assumption that it is women’s 
responsibility to prevent sexual assault, but also dismantle the didactic logic and paratactic 
form found in other zines. In a similar vein, the coda to Said the Pot to the Kettle, entitled “How 
Not to Be a Complete Fucking Douche Bag” instructs readers: “Don’t allow your new-found 
‘feminism’ to be some way to meet women. Just don’t. Don’t brag about your anti-patriarchy 
work.... Do not think that because you are ‘working on your shit’ that you are exempt from 
responsibility for any actions that you take” (23). Having refused to offer positive suggestions, 
the zine finds didacticism to be salvageable only when framed in the negative: what not to do, 
how not to behave. 
Dangerous Spaces, meanwhile, conceals its didacticism in the trappings of the 
communiqué form: in ways that resemble Edward Abbey’s The Monkey Wrench Gang (1975), 
a novel that doubles as a sabotage manual, the zine here purports to describe an action when in 
fact its function is to convince others to perform similar deeds. A communiqué describing an 
act of superglue sabotage against newspaper boxes in Modesto, California (in revenge for the 
Modesto Bee’s publication of the names of arrested sex workers) notes in passing that “[t]hese 
actions are easy. They are simple to reproduce” (32). Rather than outright suggesting the reader 
consider the tactic in other contexts, the communiqué introduces the possibility and hopes it 
will resonate. Another communiqué describing an attack on a Catholic Church (in response to 
“the witch killings, the genocide of the indigenous, the negation of the body, slavery, the wars 
of conquest, the destruction of the wild, their complicity in the Nazi holocaust, and everything 
else they’ve ever done” [33]) explains: 
All this action took was stolen super-glue, a bicycle, a face mask, some gloves, and a 
hammer. I approached the building at night through the side entrance, left my bike near 
the road by some trees and then put a tooth pick into a lock and then squirted in the glue 




hammer and smashed a few windows, ran to my bike and rode back home. On the ride 
home I threw away the super-glue containers in a dumpster. (Dangerous Spaces 33–4) 
Once again, didactic intent is not directly broached but is nonetheless inescapable: the text 
serves to show how easy it is to carry out such actions (and to get away with them) using 
everyday objects. 
Through zines’ dialogism and reticent didacticism, DIY transcends the divide between 
the aesthetic and the political: in addition to the suggestion that the reader make their own zine, 
and thus become a cultural producer rather than solely a consumer (a DIY aesthetic, or a DIY 
ethos at work in the cultural realm), consent zines develop a DIY politics which encourages 
the reader to treat the text as a guide or trigger to political action. As such, Thoughts About 
Community Support outlines a process for responding to instances of abuse and concludes: 
We know that this is an idealized vision of what could happen around a trauma. So 
mold it and shape it and mark it with a B (or whatever letter you prefer) and adapt it for 
whatever kind of community or situation you’re in... The process is what you make it; 
we make no claims it will work perfectly. But we know you all rock and your 
communities can handle this shit. (38) 
DIY here takes on a new meaning as the instruction to the reader to move beyond the text and 
encounter the political realm on their own terms. DIY thus means a disavowal of textual 
authority and a rejection of didacticism (or dominant modes thereof), and the hope that DIY 
cultural production can not only replicate and reproduce itself by inspiring readers to become 
producers, but can also transcend these cultural limits and generate political effects. In Deleuze 
and Guattari’s terms, DIY places texts in “connection with an outside” (A Thousand Plateaus 
19–20), insisting that they are not atomised or isolated, nor separate from politics and life, but 
rather are machines connected to enmeshments of other machines. Whereas other zines serve 
to reproduce the intimacies and micropolitics of zine communities by encouraging readers to 
produce and distribute their own writing, the DIY aesthetic of consent zines is interwoven with 




“action” here means taking to the streets or organising a consent workshop is for the reader to 
determine. 
 
Impossible representation: Trauma, testimony, lyricism 
Consent zine authors understand rape culture, and the ways that power becomes omnipresent 
and inescapable, in terms that are specifically linguistic. Power—the kind of power that no 
longer requires ubiquitous physical violence and can instead rely on something subtler—works 
through language and, as such, consent zines articulate critiques of language and especially of 
the terminology used in accountability processes. “We Are All Survivors, We Are All 
Perpetrators” (in Let’s Talk About Consent Baby) speaks of the need to develop new 
vocabularies to accompany experiments in new social relations: 
We need to equip ourselves and our communities with the tools to deal with the personal 
conflicts and complicated situations that inevitably arise as an integral part of the 
process of developing radical relationships. 
To this end, we need a more extensive and sophisticated language with which 
to address violations of personal boundaries and work out how these can be 
discouraged. (Down There Health Collective 12) 
The essay, by conceiving of language as a set of “tools” that can be used to reshape social 
reality, is attuned to an anarchist literary theory that emphasises the uses and functions of texts, 
including their unexpected side-effects and the ways they can be turned to surprising ends. In 
identifying language’s capacity to structure presuppositions about the social world, it also 
echoes hypotheses put forward by 1970s anarcha-feminist utopian fiction: in particular, Ursula 
K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (1974), in which language denoting possession is bred out, and 
Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), in which gendered pronouns are 
unknown.16 “We Are All Survivors” goes on to address the specific terminologies of 
 
16 The remaking of language is also a feature of dystopian fictions, however: most notably Orwell’s Nineteen 
Eighty-Four (1948), in which the contracted vocabulary of Newspeak serves—or so the Party hopes—to prevent 
certain ideas from taking hold. The implicit affinity between Le Guin’s anarchist “ambiguous utopia” and 




“survivors” and “perpetrators” and questions what effects these terms produce: “When a sexual 
assault occurs, the one who crosses the boundary is labeled the perpetrator and the one whose 
boundary has been crossed is called the survivor, a more empowering term than victim.... This 
language creates categorizations of people rather than descriptions of their behavior, reducing 
an individual to an action” (12–14). 
The problems with these and similar terminologies are also posed by Michael Rothberg, 
who proposes a model of implication as a replacement for a binary of victims and perpetrators. 
An implicated subject, Rothberg suggests, is one who is caught up in, but not directly 
responsible for, structures of oppression and domination (1–2). Thinking about implication, for 
Rothberg—that is, thinking beyond victims and perpetrators—requires departing from liberal 
individualist preconceptions and considering instead forms of enmeshment and 
interdependence (7). Rothberg’s proposals for a broader conceptual field and an accompanying 
vocabulary are intended primarily as a model for thinking about race and racism, and sexual 
violence as a case of implication is only discussed in passing (2, 12), but resonances between 
his project and that of consent zines indicate a common outlook: like Rothberg’s account of 
implication, injustice and memory, consent zines are marked by an awareness of the political 
 
constraining, or at least shaping, understandings of the world, though whereas Orwell sees this as inevitably a 
limitation on freedom, Le Guin is more concerned with the ways in which everyday language in the twentieth 
century already enacted such limitations, for example by codifying and rendering natural private property and the 
social relations that arise from it. Orwell’s relevance for contemporary anarchist literature is an issue to which I 
will return in chapter 4. 
It is also, perhaps, not a coincidence that the specific linguistic unit privileged as a site of political 
contestation in The Dispossessed and Woman on the Edge of Time is the pronoun: possessive pronouns jettisoned 
in the former, gendered pronouns in the latter. This too merits deeper contemplation: how might the politics of 
the pronoun in utopian fiction relate to contemporary articulations in relation to transgender people and the 
mainstreaming of gender-neutral pronouns (see McGlashan and Fitzpatrick)? How might it relate to the role of 
pronouns in narrative voice in the novel through the grammatical person (see for example Jay McInerney’s Bright 
Lights, Big City [1984], written in the second person, or Joshua Ferris’ Then We Came to the End [2007], in the 
first-person plural)? The persistence of pronouns as a political–literary problem is evident from another of Le 
Guin’s novels, The Left Hand of Darkness (1969), which uses he/him pronouns throughout for the ambisexual, if 
not necessarily ungendered, people of Gethen: Le Guin would later comment on this decision in “Is Gender 
Necessary?” (1976), to insist that using he/him was preferable to constructing new pronouns, and that the choice 
of pronouns was ultimately unimportant (Language 169); then in 1988 would comment on her commentary to 




significance of the ways in which we speak and think about violence and its relation to the 
shaping of subjectivity. 
As such, in “Safety Is an Illusion”, an essay in The Broken Teapot (2014), Angustia 
Celeste connects the false (or at least imprecise or unhelpful) dichotomy of “survivor” and 
“perpetrator” to another, declaring: “I am sick of the language of accountability being used to 
create mutually exclusive categories of ‘fucked up’ and ‘wronged.’ I find the language of 
‘survivor’ and ‘perp’ offensive because it does not lay bare all the ways in which abuse is a 
dynamic between parties” (Broken Teapot 6). These attacks launched on the twin concepts of 
“survivor” and “perpetrator” go some way to show the extent of the zines’ investment in the 
problematic of language and its relation to power: far from neutral items of terminology, these 
words are valuable or pernicious to the extent that they produce particular effects, in the form 
of collective assumptions, lines of alliance and division, and (most vitally) occlusions by which 
complexities are smoothed over or rendered as antagonistic binaries. 
 Some zines, having acknowledged the omnipresent problem of terminology, go further 
by proposing and utilising new vocabularies. As “We Are All Survivors” puts it, “[w]e need a 
new way to conceptualize and communicate about our interactions, one that takes into account 
all of our different boundaries—sexual, romantic, and platonic—and the ways they can be 
crossed” (Down There Health Collective 15). Or, as an anonymous author in Support writes, 
Maybe we need 100 new words for when our friends or acquaintances or partners 
assault or rape us. One word to describe, “I let you because I was half asleep and too 
tired to do anything else.” One that’s “I was sick of arguing about it.” One for “It’s 
fucked up and scary the way you talk to me.[”] ... Maybe we need 100 new words to 
talk about rape and sexual assault and sexual manipulation: words that speak clear about 
the seriousness of what is being done to our bodies. (Crabb 41) 
By connecting this insufficiency to specific, concrete experiences, the zine risks alienating 
readers whose experiences may significantly differ, but the rhetorical mode nonetheless lends 
force to the critique. In these passages the insufficiency of existing terminology is foregrounded 




articulated. Building, perhaps, on this argument, Thoughts About Community Support attempts 
to operationalise an entirely new language for discussing intimate violence: “since we’re not 
smart enough to come up with our own words, we’ve decided to use symbols instead: ▲ for 
the survivor/accuser/person who was harmed, and ★ for the abuser/accused/one who’s fucking 
up the most” (5). The authors go on to use the symbols in place of words throughout the zine, 
for example commenting that “[t]here’s a good chance that ▲ cares a lot about ★ despite what 
you have perceived as abuse” (7) or “[o]ne of the jobs in supporting people ... is to get both ▲ 
and ★ to look at that dynamic” (9). This is a fallibilist gesture, aware of its own insufficiency, 
but nonetheless one that, having found existing vocabularies not up to the task, does not 
passively lament but instead adopts a direct action approach and seeks to forge something new 
(which is also, in the anarchist DIY spirit, provisional, unpretentious and awkward). As I have 
suggested, the idea that power comes equipped with a vocabulary of its own, and that new 
vocabularies must emerge as power is challenged, is a feature of earlier anarcha-feminist novels 
like The Dispossessed and Woman on the Edge of Time; where these novels envision possible 
futures, however, consent zines are active texts, wedded to anarchist practice, which intervene 
on the terrain of language in the present tense. 
Other zines not only problematise specific terms like “survivor” and “perpetrator”, but 
treat language itself as a barrier to justice or accountability, and emphasise the need for 
specifically nonlinguistic solutions to gender violence. In a familiar anarchist gesture, they 
insist that words are insufficient and actions are necessary. Celeste, in “Safety Is an Illusion”, 
asserts: 
it’s time to abandon these false linguistic games we play and go back to the old model. 
I miss the days when it was considered reasonable to simply kick the living shit out of 
people and put them on the next train out of town—at least that exchange was clear and 
honest. I have spent too much time with both survivors and perpetrators drowning in a 





In a move that echoes the hostility to consensus-oriented politics found in anarchist literary 
instrumentalism and in Deleuze and Guattari—and departing from the emphasis on dialogue 
identified above as part of consent zines’ DIY textual politics—this and other zines identify 
limits to the efficacy of communication. In a personal reflection in Support, entitled “I Don’t 
Really Know How to Write About This, But...”, the anonymous author discusses their 
difficulties speaking about their partner’s experiences of abuse. This is a reflection on the 
simultaneous impossibility and necessity of dialogue—or of narrative or meaning-making 
more broadly—in the wake of trauma, indicating the extent to which certain experiences are 
incommunicable, though the desire to communicate does not recede. “When my partner tells 
me about her abuse, or things related to it,” they recount, 
she becomes really distant and closed off. She talks in a monotone, and it’s scary. The 
stories are hard to hear, and I don’t always know what to say or how to reach out to 
her.... I realize that on one hand, she really doesn’t want to talk about it all, and on the 
other hand, she really, really does. She needs to feel like I really want to know, for my 
own sake, as well as to help her take some of the burden. (Crabb 6–7) 
Another passage in Support, forming part of a collage of illustrations, handwritten and typed 
sections set in discrete panels, vents on the same theme in unsteady inked capital letters: 
I hate it when people say “whenever you want to talk about it, I’ll be there.” I fucking 
never want to talk about. I hate it. But I need to talk about it. I need them to want to 
hear. I need them to actually make an effort to bring it up, even if it’s scary. I don’t 
understand why they’re not more curious. I would be. I would want to know. I swear 
to god, it’s scarier for me then [sic] them (Crabb 27) 
As Leigh Gilmore argues, this condition of simultaneously wanting and not wanting to 
“talk about it,” or of finding oneself incapable of discussing one’s experiences but nonetheless 
needing to narrate them, is one associated with the vicissitudes of writing about traumatic 
experiences. “Crucial to the experience of trauma”, Gilmore claims, “are the difficulties that 
arise in trying to articulate it. These difficulties are often formulated as crises in speaking and 
listening: If I don’t speak, how can I transform the pain? If I do speak, what are the risks?” 
(“Limit-cases” 132). Survivors of trauma who try to transform their experiences into narratives 




cases” 133). The connection between trauma and narrative is also acknowledged by Cathy 
Caruth, for whom trauma is characterised by its belatedness, the result of its 
incomprehensibility at the moment it is experienced. Trauma, in Caruth’s account, “is not 
locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way 
that its very unassimilated nature—the way it was precisely not known in the first instance—
returns to haunt the survivor later on” (4, emphasis as original). Shoshana Felman and Dori 
Laub’s discussion of testimony shares with Caruth a conception of trauma as unrecognised or 
unacknowledged at the time of its instantiation, and thus as delayed and durational: “Massive 
trauma precludes its registration”, Laub argues; “the observing and recording mechanisms of 
the human mind are temporarily knocked out, malfunction” (Felman and Laub 57). As a form 
of violence that transgresses its bounds and refuse to cede its territory, trauma in these accounts 
is also proximate to the anarchist orientation toward domesticity, which similarly emphasises 
violence’s ubiquity: where for anarchism domination is the foundation of politics and thus 
unavoidable—one cannot get around it and must go through it—for trauma theory violence 
remains impossible to escape from, albeit in a different register.  
Consent zines, which alongside discussions of political responses to gender violence 
incorporate accounts of experiences of violence, can be productively read as texts that reflect 
and inflect themes in the theorisation of writing about trauma. Examples of consent zines 
adopting such a testimonial mode, in which trauma is re-encountered and processed by being 
recounted include, for example, the opening reminiscence of “We Are All Survivors, We Are 
All Perpetrators” (in Down There Health Collective 10–17): “Last summer was full of 
adventures: cooking in outdoor kitchens, building tripods, planning actions, sleeping in 
treehouses in the middle of NYC. I traveled up the east coast, coming to a new city every week. 
In the process, I fell for my traveling partner’s partner” (10). The author goes on to describe 




their partner. “I spent the day terrified of myself,” the narrator recounts, “asking, ‘Could I be a 
sexual assaulter? I’m a survivor of sexual assault. How could I assault someone?’” (11). The 
testimonial mode here gives voice to the narrator’s interior monologue, used to express their 
anxieties and guilt. From this point the essay shifts gear, becomes more abstract and comes to 
centre on more theoretical observations and interventions (some quoted above), until the final 
third, when the personal voice returns, this time discussing a different set of experiences in 
relation to another friend who “consider[ed] consent a fundamental part of all their 
relationships,” and demonstrated “how consent could be enacted daily with friends and lovers” 
(16). The observations on consent in this final section constitute a sort of utopian coda—an 
excursus that typifies the kind of relationships and practices the narrator would like to 
generalise, without having to make this meaning explicit. Through a fragmentary form, in 
which the essay is divisible into three discrete slices which speak to one another, or which 
articulate the same ideas in different registers, the anonymous narrator employs an uneasy 
methodology for “working through” their dual experience as “survivor and perpetrator” that 
involves questioning those categories’ capacity to represent experience and their functions and 
effects when deployed in political contexts. In order to make sense of experiences that appear 
fundamentally contradictory and incomprehensible, the narrator must not only recount their 
story, adopting the model of other trauma narratives, but must also theorise their experiences 
and follow the lines connecting personal to political to develop an account that might prove 
generalisable. 
 “Queers, Kissing and Accountability” by Shannon Perez-Darby (in Learning Good 
Consent 6–9) adopts a more overtly fragmentary and more exclusively personal tone, reflecting 
the author’s experiences of violence and her work with a domestic violence organisation. Each 
typed paragraph is separated from the others by thick black biro-drawn lines that warn against 




others. Like the author of “We Are All Survivors”, Perez-Darby moves between accounts of 
personal experiences—describing her “muscle memory of distrust” (6) and her different 
experiences of sex with men and with women—and more abstract meditations on the nature of 
consent. “The scariest thing I can think to say to someone that I’m having sex with is that I 
don’t want to have sex,” she writes. “What does my accountability process look like around 
this? What does consent look like when I’m not even sure I could tell you no?” (8). In this 
encounter with accountability the crisis of language is directly shown to be a manifestation of 
the topology of power discussed above, with the result that the very possibility of meaningful 
consent itself appears to be threatened by social scripts infused with domination. The traumatic 
instance of saying “no” and being ignored collapses into the crisis of representation it elsewhere 
portends: because domination has already captured the subject, the linguistic breakdown 
effected by trauma is already persistently present. Personal experience thus becomes the basis 
for a critique of accountability processes: if one knows that a “no,” while felt, might be 
impossible to vocalise, what is the use of “no means no”? 
Trauma theory tends to emphasise the role of narrative in working through trauma or 
healing from it: trauma is inseparable from the telling of trauma, its vocalisation or recounting; 
in Caruth’s terms, “it is always the story of a wound that cries out” (4). Laub also affirms the 
therapeutic necessity of testimony: “a process of constructing a narrative, of reconstructing a 
history” is vital if one is to resituate traumatic experience within its social and historical 
contexts and thus break it out of its inassimilability (Felman and Laub 69). These insights from 
literary trauma theory align closely with certain claims made for zines: for example, 
Piepmeier’s proposal that “zines offer their creators a space to publicly process the violence 
done to them and to make their healing a public act” (165). Susan J. Brison has connected 
trauma theory’s questions of testimony and narrative to specific political problematics 




can shatter one’s sense of self, obliterating or drastically transforming cognitive and emotional 
functioning and resulting in an “epistemological crisis [which] leaves the survivor with 
virtually no bearings to navigate by” (50). Nonetheless, Brison affirms Caruth and Laub’s 
argument for the necessity of narrativising one’s trauma as a means of processing and 
assimilating traumatic memories (xi). “By constructing and telling a narrative of the trauma 
endured, and with the help of understanding listeners,” Brison argues, “the survivor begins ... 
to integrate the traumatic episode into a life with a before and an after” (53–4). 
Crucially, Felman and Laub situate these effects of trauma narrative in terms of textual 
performativity, as pertaining to a “nonrepresentational but performative” relation between art 
and history (xx). Testimony, for Felman, is a paradigmatic Austinian speech act (5). What is 
most important, Laub proposes, “is not simply the information, the establishment of the facts, 
but the experience itself of living through testimony, of giving testimony.... [R]epossessing 
one’s life story through giving testimony is itself a form of action, of change” (85, emphasis as 
original). Felman and Laub hypothesise that while testimony may have constative aspects, its 
performative function—its capacity to engender some form of recovery, healing or 
transformation—is what distinguishes it from other kinds of narrative. Brison similarly 
describes “the performative role of speech acts in recovering from trauma: saying something 
about a traumatic memory does something to it” (56, emphasis as original). In Brison’s 
argument, which emphasises the role of narrative in structuring selfhood more broadly, sexual 
violence is objectifying and dehumanising, but “one can become a human subject again through 
telling one’s narrative” (57). Thought in terms of an anarchist literary instrumentalism, the 
testimonial function, according to which an author is able to heal, or at least to begin a process 
of healing, through the crafting and dissemination of an account of their experiences, is one of 
the central functions of consent zines, which are personal/political performative interventions 




As Brison shows, however, in cases of rape and sexual assault there are specific 
structures of denial and disbelief that militate against the narrativisation of trauma. Whereas 
traumatic experiences such as wars or natural disasters are shared by communities and seldom 
navigated alone, survivors of rape and sexual assault are isolated from others (15). This 
isolation and these taboos are compounded by the commonplace injunction to forget, or to 
“move on” from one’s experiences (86). These factors that impede the development of 
narrative are symptomatic of a deeper double bind that surrounds the relationship between 
trauma and narrative, and indicative of the ways that these broader tensions are brought to bear 
in especially vexing ways in instances relating to gender violence. As Gilmore elaborates, 
summarising Caruth’s work and that of Felman and Laub, 
Something of a consensus has already developed that takes trauma as the 
unrepresentable to assert that trauma is beyond language in some crucial way, that 
language fails in the face of trauma, and that trauma mocks language and confronts it 
with its insufficiency. Yet, at the same time language about trauma is theorized as an 
impossibility, language is pressed forward as that which can heal the survivor of 
trauma. (Limits 6) 
That is to say, trauma’s belatedness, its incomprehensibility and the fracturing of subjectivity 
it effects, all call into question the possibility for its translation into language, and yet trauma 
theorists and psychoanalysts insist upon trauma’s narrativisation as the survivor’s only 
possibility for respite. Traumatic experience, as Caruth says, “simultaneously defies and 
demands our witness” (5): it resists its rewriting as narrative even while it insists on the same. 
The result of this double bind is consent zines’ fragmented textuality, a fragmentation 
which closely resembles the textual manifestations of DIY politics and aesthetics outlined 
above. Testimony, Felman observes, “does not offer ... a completed statement, [or] a totalizable 
account” of traumatic experiences (5). To listen to or read testimony one must be attentive to 
its incompleteness, to what goes unsaid: one “must listen to and hear the silence” (Laub, in 
Felman and Laub 58, emphasis as original). This incompleteness or fragmentation, in which 




disjunctively or out of sequence, is clearly seen in the passages in the zines discussed above 
where fragments are set apart from one another and personal and theoretical observations are 
interwoven. In Gilmore’s reading, texts that exhibit this fragmentary quality are “limit-cases”, 
instances of life-writing that “draw on a range of discourses and representational practices to 
tell complex stories of injury”, within which “trauma may be explicit or opaque, limited in 
duration or persistent, its complexities entered into, endured, and reworked” (Limits 43). 
More recently, claims similar to those made in relation to trauma and testimony have 
been advanced on behalf of another genre: the lyric essay. Lyric essays, in Deborah Tall and 
John D’Agata’s definition, are hybrid forms combining aspects of the essay and of poetry: 
“‘poetic essays’ or ‘essayistic poems’ [that] give primacy to artfulness over the conveying of 
information” (7). The lyric essay borrows from poetry “its density and shapeliness, its 
distillation of ideas and musicality of language,” and from the essay “its weight [and] its overt 
desire to engage with facts” (Tall and D’Agata 7). D’Agata argues the lyric essay “takes the 
subjectivity of the personal essay and the objectivity of the public essay, and conflates them 
into a literary form that relies on both art and fact, on imagination and observation, rumination 
and argumentation” (436). D’Agata’s contention that the lyric essay draws on forms of writing 
that are both “personal” and “public” or factual indicates its utility for writing at the intersection 
of the personal and the political, including but by no means limited to consent zines, in which 
the politics of gender violence and anarchist domesticity is interwoven with personal accounts. 
As Joe Moran finds to be the case in the essay more generally, the lyric essay “never simply 
emotes: its form demands that personal testimony be supplemented by analysis of those 
experiences” (1292–3). That is to say, lyric essays recount experience but also, implicitly or 





 The lyric essay is also, as Sarah Menkedick argues, “composed of bits, fragments, 
collagistically compiled and accumulated” (§1). It is, for D’Agata, a practice of “imagining 
things, making things up, filling in blank spaces, or—worse yet—leaving the blanks blank” 
(435). As D’Agata argues, the form’s dual heritage—its inquisitive spirit, taken from the public 
or political essay, and its willingness to get lost in the abstract, in reminiscence or emotion, 
from the personal essay or from poetry—means that “lyric essays seek answers, yet seldom 
seem to find them” (436). These attributes of the lyric essay converge with the fragmentation 
of testimony and trauma writing and represent a response to the same problem, namely an 
apparent crisis of representation situated precisely at the intersection of the personal and 
political spheres. Viewed in this light, the blank pages identified above as part of consent zines’ 
dialogic or didactic modes may reflect a different set of textual preoccupations, relating instead 
to the problem of trauma and the fragmentation of writing. 
Joanna Eleftheriou finds these discontinuities and lacunae in Kathryn Winograd’s lyric 
essay “Bathing” (2010), in which an experience of rape is articulated disjunctively through 
metaphor and distraction (5). Eleftheriou’s reading of Winograd, which finds resonances with 
Brison’s work and Felman and Laub’s, not only connects the vicissitudes of the lyric essay to 
vexing questions surrounding trauma, memory and testimony; it also suggests a further 
connection to “the impossibility of representation” (5), its authority and its inadequacy. As Tall 
and D’Agata note, the lyric essay “leaves pieces of experience undigested and tacit,” 
acknowledging the insufficiency of textual representation of traumatic encounters (7). 
Thinking of testimonies in zines as lyric essays, or as interventions in the lyric mode, provides 
a counterpoint to the implicit judicial connotations of terms like “testimony” or “witnessing” 
and the narrative modes they suggest. While theorists of trauma and testimony emphasise 
fragmentation and the unrecoverability of traumatic memory, the terms they employ 




truth, and in which the power of the state looms large—not only its authority to act against a 
rapist on the basis of a survivor’s testimony, but also its right to decide on the testimony’s 
veracity. The lyric mode, by contrast, dispenses with the pretence of factual accuracy and 
valorises incompleteness as an aesthetic mode as well as a necessity. 
While one would not necessarily know it from reading D’Agata’s work or that of other 
proponents of the genre, a body of radical lyric essays exists that includes not only passages in 
consent zines but also, for example, chapters in Cindy Milstein’s edited volume Rebellious 
Mourning: The Collective Work of Grief (2017). One such chapter, Kevin Yuen Kit Lo’s 
“Fragments Toward a Whole” adopts the posture of the lyric essay in an account of childhood 
sexual abuse and its ramifications that bridges the gap between DIY testimonials like those in 
consent zines and works like Winograd’s “Bathing” that present similar experiences with much 
greater attentiveness to form and more apparent aspirations toward the literary. Lo describes 
the experiences in his childhood and adolescence that surrounded and led up to his rape by a 
teacher at a summer camp and his abuser’s eventual imprisonment. These descriptions of 
violence, doubly incomprehensible by virtue of Lo’s youth at the time, are surrounded by 
nostalgic reminiscences: collecting points for spotting and identifying wild animals, or 
“play[ing] at being Indians” and reading the Iliad and Odyssey by lamplight (92, 96–7). In 
keeping with Moran’s claim that the lyric essay “never simply emotes” but always connects 
testimony to analysis, Lo reflects upon and theorises his experiences, questioning their 
resonances and meanings: 
In truth, I never really understood my experience as the most terrible thing.... Almost 
thirty years on, it’s still not the most terrible thing, but it is still a thing. In my 
relationships, in my fragmented memory and sense of self. How does one move on from 
this, how does one heal, especially when no one else knows? (92, emphasis as original) 
Crucially, Lo also connects experiences of abuse to engagement in activism and questions 
whether the latter is simply valued for its capacity to break through a certain desensitisation: 




the validated anger, the promise of catharsis?” (94). Lo describes a longing for the release of 
the riot, reflecting something of the interdependence of anarchist domesticity and street politics 
I have identified above as a rearguard orientation: “I want to spill out into the streets with a 
thousand of my closest friends screaming ‘no justice, no peace, fuck the police!’” (96). 
Switching gears again, Lo recounts his arrest during the 2012 Quebec student strike: “a cop 
refers to me as a girl as he pulls me out of the crowd.... Another makes racist remarks as he 
puts my hands into zip ties, referring to me as Kim Jong-Un, telling me to go home to daddy, 
making weird ‘Asian’ noises at me” (98). From this point, with the encounter with state 
violence fresh in the mind, Lo recalls being asked to testify in support of his rapist’s 
prosecution, but cannot remember what was asked of him, “or how it was presented, only that 
it seemed ... ridiculous by then, that there could be some connection between the sanctioned 
laws executed in some faraway courthouse and what I experienced in those woods, between 
halted breaths” (99). 
Lo’s essay, like the zines in more halting ways, turns the idiosyncrasies of the lyric 
essay genre and of testimony to anarchistic purposes, utilising the genre’s constitutive pivot 
between the personal and public to signal the intrinsically political quality of sexual violence, 
and drawing upon both forms’ tendency toward fragmented, antilinear writing in order to 
articulate the lingering, still unaccounted-for effects of trauma. Thinking about the 
intersections between testimony and the lyric essay not only provides a useful means for 
comprehending consent zines, but also highlights the points of connection and divergence 
between the two genres. In doing so, it highlights a final way in which consent zines function 
in anarchist communities and movements: through the performative, processual form of 
testimony, but as tempered by the lyric essay’s capacity to draw lines connecting personal and 
political. Moran’s claim that lyric essays do not simply “emote,” then, should be foregrounded 




catharsis, and this is among their central and unique functions, and yet they also insist on 
connecting to politics by theorising experiences and by pursuing specific effects in the context 
of an anarchist DIY political ethos. 
A reading of anarcha-feminist consent zines in terms of their political commitments 
and literary form and resonances, then, indicates several answers to the question of why these 
texts proliferate in anarchist spaces and what functions they perform. They demand to be read, 
first, as an episode in a subterranean tradition of anarchist domesticity that spans classical 
anarchists’ writing on relationships and the careful construction of homeplaces as the rearguard 
of confrontational movements. Consent zines are the contemporary form of anarchist 
domesticity, in which domesticity returns to its familiar haunt, the literary sphere, drawing on 
a wide array of literary inheritance, from the righteous punk feminism of riot grrrl to the 
unlikely model of the nineteenth-century conduct book and its mode of domestic and 
paraliterary didacticism. Rather than recapitulating prior anarchist domesticities, they infuse 
this inheritance with an original and powerful critique of patriarchal power. Consent zines also 
proliferate because they serve specific demonstrable purposes: escaping from mere 
representation, they instead work through a DIY politics that encourages the reader to pursue 
political action and find, in that action, a role for texts. Finally, vitally, they also provide the 
function of, unevenly and uneasily, working through trauma, in ways that shape their form and 
bring them into the remit of the lyric essay mode. 
In outlining anarchist domesticities and examining texts that reflect their logic, this 
chapter has shown domesticity and interpersonal relationships to be a location of seminal 
importance for anarchism and for contemporary U.S. anarchist literature, one where the latter’s 
efforts to evade representation and to craft texts that can function as political tools is especially 
apparent. We have also seen, though, that anarchist domesticity constitutes the rearguard of 




of the streets. It is to the streets that we will spill out in the following chapter, which returns to 
the anti-globalisation era and the black bloc tactic in order to consider their accounts of the 





The Black Bloc and Temporal Rupture in the Anti-globalisation Era 
 
The black bloc—the tactic involving the use of black clothes and face coverings by groups in 
various settings and with various purposes—is perhaps the most visible symbol of 
contemporary anarchism. Where previous generations may have envisioned the figure of the 
anarchist as “a malevolent-looking man hiding a lighted bomb beneath a black cape” 
(Kornegger 157), since around the turn of the millennium a new stereotype or archetype has 
emerged. Still clad in black, still threatening violence, still typically coded as male, the 
imagined figure of the black bloc anarchist differs in one crucial respect from its forebear: 
rather than working alone, or as part of a shadowy cabal, to be black bloc is always to be part 
of a larger whole, a collectivity into which one’s individuality can temporarily fade. Whether 
the value of the black bloc tactic to anarchist movements is primarily material or primarily 
symbolic (and there are convincing arguments to be made for each), it is nonetheless an 
aestheticised image deployed in both positive and negative lights. In the same way as the 
skulking bomb thrower was formed and refracted through literary representations—including, 
most famously, Henry James’ The Princess Casamassima (1886), Joseph Conrad’s The Secret 
Agent (1907) and G. K. Chesterton’s The Man Who Was Thursday (1908)—in this chapter I 
will argue that the black bloc has been the subject of a hitherto-unacknowledged body of 
contemporary anarchist literature. However, where literary representations of anarchist 
terrorism or “propaganda by the deed” were seldom written by anarchists (one exception being 
Sergey Nechayev’s Catechism of a Revolutionary of 1871), taking the black bloc as a literary 




This chapter returns to the anti-globalisation movement of the late 1990s and early 
2000s,17 a pivotal and productive period in recent anarchist history, in order to affirm the “new 
anarchism” that emerged at this time (see Graeber, “New Anarchists”) as an orientation in 
which literary production played a central role. The anti-globalisation movement was not 
exclusively anarchistic—indeed, anarchists were no doubt a minority—and neither the 
movement as a whole nor its anarchist component is synonymous with the black bloc. Yet the 
literary production of, and literary representations of, other tendencies must be seen as 
continuous with those of the anarchist black bloc; and, by comparison to this body of work, 
other instances of black bloc praxis appear insubstantial. Accordingly, this chapter will explore 
black bloc texts’ engagements with the literary theme of the mob, through which traditional 
modes of representation are supplanted by a new approach that articulates an affective 
experience and a political critique from within the collective; the way these texts relate political 
action in affective terms and describe the formation of new subjectivities through such action; 
their engagement with the literary and political tradition of the carnivalesque (particularly as 
theorised by Mikhail Bakhtin); their cataloguing of exceptional moments that appear to escape 
 
17 The question of how the movement ought to be named has itself been the subject of much discussion and can 
only briefly be summarised here. Given that the name “anti-globalisation” was imposed on the movement from 
without, and that many of its participants did not object to “globalisation” (itself a contested signifier) per se, 
“alter-globalisation” has sometimes been used in its stead. Other proposals that sought to define the movement in 
terms of what it was for rather than what it was against proliferated: these included dubbing it the “global justice 
movement,” “movement of movements,” “new democracy movement” (Cockburn and St. Clair 7), “globalization 
movement” (Graeber, “New Anarchists” 63), “grassroots globalization” (Routledge 333), and so on. The question 
of naming the movement is complicated further by the desire to problematise the dominance of English—doesn’t 
giving the movement an English name reproduce certain forms of domination?—and the related though distinct 
Francophone debates around mondialisation; not to mention the increasing ubiquity, much less pronounced in the 
early twenty-first century, of talk of “globalism” on the far right. 
While the name one gives to a movement no doubt bears political significance, it is worth remembering 
that, as of 2021, the struggle over these particular words belongs to the past. Though summit protests continue, it 
has not been possible to speak of an extant anti-globalisation movement for at least a decade, perhaps not since 
2001, when the September 11 attacks dented its momentum and ushered in new forms of repression. If, as AK 
Thompson argues, the movement “was never able to pull itself out from under the rubble of the World Trade 
Center” (“Making Friends” n.p.), this is no doubt due in part to a movement on the part of states away from 
globalisation itself, a certain process of deglobalisation, which demands a more substantial treatment than can be 
afforded here. The effect, though, is that with the movement now confined to volumes of history, we are in a 




representability; their involvement in forms of cognitive mapping; and, finally, their encounter 
with the problematic of the literary or artistic representation of violence and bodily pain. 
The texts discussed in this chapter include those collated in The Black Bloc Papers 
(2010, edited by David Van Deusen and Xavier Massot), those produced under the banner of 
Bash Back! and those produced by otherwise unaffiliated anarchists in and around the anti-
globalisation movement, as well as works such as Don DeLillo’s Cosmopolis (2003), Laura 
Oldfield Ford’s Savage Messiah (2005–09) and Sunil Yapa’s Your Heart Is a Muscle the Size 
of a Fist (2016). Thus, while the bulk of the texts addressed in this chapter are, like those 
foregrounded in previous chapters, “guerrilla texts” of limited readership, with little literary 
aspiration or artifice, and only an obscure relation to literary canons, other black bloc texts 
(broadly construed) are more straightforwardly, overtly or primarily literary. In this sense, just 
as Robert F. Carley is right to observe that “participants in the Black Bloc tactic have their own 
theorists, sociologists, historians, strategists, [and] tacticians” (viii), we might add that the 
black bloc also has its own rhetoricians and poets. 
The black bloc tactic has several origin stories. The most familiar locates its birth in the 
European autonomia or autonomen movements, which developed its sartorial and tactical 
elements in the 1970s and 1980s (see Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid 21–32; Katsiaficas 125). L. A. 
Kauffman has identified the unprecedented police violence encountered by environmental 
activists in North America in the 1990s as a cause of the turn to black bloc action later in that 
decade, as activists abandoned nonviolence as a tactical dead-end (142). Understanding the 
black bloc less as a style of dress or method of countering surveillance and more, as Kauffman 
suggests, as a specifically confrontational attitude to politics might suggest earlier anarchist 
precursors who similarly attacked concentrations of capital in urban space, though with 
different intentions, such as the anarchist expropriators of early twentieth-century Argentina 




cited a further precursor in the U.S. anarchist group Black Mask, who marched on Wall Street 
in 1967 dressed in black clothes and ski masks, and wrote of their approach “[t]his has nothing 
to do with moral witness, peaceful demonstration or even resistance—this is aggression, the 
beginning of revolutionary struggle” (qtd. in Cornell 260).  
The coexistence of these explanations—strategic, tactical and aesthetic in turn—points 
to the black bloc’s overlapping valences and its unique role at the intersection of those three 
domains. My focus in this chapter, however, is on the last of these three: rather than intervening 
in debates around the black bloc’s morality or tactical efficacy, I take for granted its validity as 
a tactic in order to offer a reading of the black bloc as an aesthetic object, and to explore the 
resonances and functions of its literary and cultural representations. As such, I cannot wholly 
accept, for example, Francis Dupuis-Déri’s argument that “[t]here is no such thing as the Black 
Bloc; there are, rather, Black Blocs, each of them arising on the occasion of a rally and 
dissolving when the rally is over” (“Black Blocs” 46, emphasis as original), for while it is 
clearly true that black blocs are ad-hoc formations, it is still useful and necessary to speak of 
the black bloc in order to grasp its operations at the meeting point of aesthetics and politics. 
This is because, as the zine God Only Knows What Devils We Are (produced in the midst of 
reinvigorated debates around the black bloc in the Occupy movement in 2012) insists: “The 
black bloc is not merely a tactic, as so many apologists claim; it’s more of an aesthetic 
development in the art of street confrontation” (10, emphasis added). That is to say, while it is 
important to reiterate that the black bloc is not, as some imagine, an actual group or 
organisation, it is also something more than a tactic, and that excess is derived from its aesthetic 
function. 
Expansively viewed as a site of literary production, the black bloc is inseparable from 
questions of temporality, specifically temporal rupture and the achievement of such rupture 




temporalities, the irruption of alternative temporalities, the dispelling of illusions, the 
demystification of social relations and the realisation that, as a widely-reproduced slogan of 
the anti-globalisation era had it, “another world is possible”. Rupture is defined by suddenness, 
unexpectedness and out-of-placeness. It means a break with the conditions that obtain, a break 
in a more egalitarian direction, but also, crucially, suggests incompleteness or partiality. It is, 
as Robin Wagner-Pacifici argues, “the period before claims have been made or laid, before the 
representations, demonstratives, and performatives have fully colonized the dissolution or the 
upsurge” (55). As such, rupture has more to do with insurrection than revolution: it’s a vision 
of a possibility, not the arrival of an inevitability. As Tadzio Mueller and Sian Sullivan 
acknowledge, “[t]he dream of revolution as a singular, one-off rupture has been discarded by 
most within the counterglobalist movement. But the desire for ruptural politics has not, and for 
good reason” (251). 
As will become clear in the subsequent sections, rupture is not only a temporal politics 
but also a politics of the body, an experience made possible by the interaction of bodies in 
collective action. It is not, perhaps, a coincidence that the twin themes of temporality and 
embodiment, along with that of the “real”, are identified by Peter Boxall as the key articulations 
of twenty-first-century fiction (11). In Boxall’s reading, the texts that most clearly exemplify 
the concerns of the contemporary are those that explore “the shifted temporality that 
characterises the new century” and the “estrangement at work in the ways that we experience 
our own bodies” (9, 11). Broadly, these preoccupations are symptomatic of “a profound 
disjunction between our real, material environment and the new technological, political and 
aesthetic forms in which our global relations are being conducted” (Boxall 9). That is to say, if 
twenty-first-century fiction returns to temporality and embodiment, it is due in large part to an 
encompassing experience of dislocation that has much to do with globalisation. (The much-




political writing.) Texts which—however awkwardly, given the movement’s antipathy to its 
exonym—confront globalisation can naturally be read as a response to the same problematic. 
 
Writing from within the mob 
Anarchism has a natural affinity with the figure of the mob: rightly or wrongly, anarchy is 
conflated often enough with mob rule. Associated with revolutionary moments, with action 
that breaks the bounds of political institutions, and with violence, throughout their histories 
anarchism and the mob have been intertwined. As a political fiction, a motif of propaganda or 
a particular way of representing movements, the mob is also, however, a literary phenomenon, 
which made its first appearances in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century works by the likes of 
Thomas Shadwell, Aphra Behn, John Dryden and Daniel Defoe (Shoemaker xii). Ian Haywood 
has argued that the mob as a “spectacular visual event” or “sublime spectacle” (“Metropolis” 
117), though, owes its genesis to representations of the Gordon riots of 1780, the days of anti-
Catholic rioting in London that saw the burning of Newgate prison and threatened sections of 
the political establishment. The riots and the accounts published in their aftermath, Haywood 
argues, produced “the ‘spectacular riot’, a mythic, pathologised uprising of the people in which 
rationality and political will are submerged beneath infantilist excess and anarchy” 
(“Metropolis” 118). At the same time, in the eighteenth century, the mob was also a global and 
globalising phenomenon, found in the revolutionary-era United States no less than in Europe, 
and in each case characterised by the formation of alliances between exploited and excluded 
peoples (Linebaugh and Rediker 212–4). In a slightly later period, as Isobel Armstrong shows, 
the word “mob” came to signify “a disorderly, lawless rabble ... a heterogeneous aggregation 
of illiterate members of the underclass, who were ... incapable of rationality” (65). This vision 
of the atavistic, irrational and, indeed, anarchic mob has continued to exert a hold into the 




perhaps the first and most famous novelistic representation of the anti-globalisation “mob”. As 
such, before delving into literary accounts produced from within the mob, it is worth first 
considering DeLillo’s contemporary variant on the older tradition of writing about the mob. 
An anti-globalisation protest is one of several threats DeLillo’s billionaire protagonist 
Eric Packer, ensconced in his limousine-cum-office, encounters in the course of a day on the 
streets of Manhattan. Confronted by “a crowd, coming this way, and others spilling off the 
sidewalks, startled and confused, and a styrofoam rat twenty feet tall dodging taxis in the 
street”, Packer is baffled: “What was happening? It was hard to say” (86). Amidst a presidential 
visit, a rapper’s funeral procession, and a series of chance encounters with his new wife, all 
while Packer loses millions on currency markets, the riot is just one cause of his disorientation. 
As a representation of the anti-globalisation movement, though, it is distinctive for its excess 
and hyperbole. As Suman Gupta argues, the protest in Cosmopolis is “a strangely and 
exaggeratedly violent and destructive affair” (16), not a realist depiction but one which has a 
particular symbolic role in opposition to Packer’s own. Spying the mob swarming the Nasdaq 
building, he imagines “pandemonium inside” (87); watching the spectacle on TV he sees the 
crowd “smashing the windows of chain stores and loosing battalions of rats in restaurants and 
hotel lobbies” (89). The recurrent imagery of the rat—the protesters first hoisting a rat puppet, 
then weaponising the real thing—recalls Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho (1991), another 
novel about a brash, rich, twenty-something white man, manipulating money while moving 
through Manhattan, which has (amid broader preoccupations with the penetration of bodily 
surfaces, with food and the inhuman) Patrick Bateman smearing cheese inside a woman’s 
vagina in an attempt to coax a rat to crawl inside her body (327–9). There are of course certain 
differences too: Bateman is a philistine and an idiot, Packer a connoisseur by comparison, who 
employs on his staff an aphorism-spouting professional “theorist”. The greatest difference, 




passive Packer, who ends the novel “waiting for the shot to sound” (209), having met his 
would-be murderer. Perhaps equally significantly, he “reache[s] completion” through a 
prostate exam (52), and begs his lover to shoot him with a stun gun (114–5): Packer is passive, 
the recipient of violence, the one whose body is pierced, not himself the piercer of bodies nor 
the dealer-out of physical brutality. 
As they run through the streets in ski masks, uncontrollable by the riot police, DeLillo’s 
protagonist struggles to make sense of the crowd’s motivation and the threat it poses: “There 
were people approaching the car. Who were they? They were protesters, anarchists, whoever 
they were, a form of street theater, or adepts of sheer rampage” (88). Yet when the mob starts 
to rock the car, to pelt it and urinate on it, he is able to coolly conclude that the protest is simply 
the expression of the market itself (89–91) and even finds himself wondering if “he’d like to 
be out there, mangling and smashing” as one of the mob (92). Bakunin’s dictum that “[t]he 
urge to destroy is a creative urge” (n.p.) is, for Packer, the fulcrum on which this 
indistinguishability rests: apparently conjoining Bakunin to Joseph Schumpeter’s influential 
account of creative destruction, he finds the sentiment to be “the hallmark of capitalist 
thought”, which has itself proclaimed the necessity of rupture (92). As Gupta observes, 
Cosmopolis seems to envision a capitalist edifice which co-opts its own militant opposition yet 
in which, paradoxically, “its main agents appear to be particularly vulnerable and mortal, and 
its ostensible opponents ... seem to have a near monopoly on real violence” (17). Gupta’s 
argument here rings true: Packer is, despite a pretence of omnipotence, both weak and self-
destructive, tending to overthink and prevaricate, while the riot comes to violence easily and 
instinctively. Yet the violence of the market is surely not elided in Cosmopolis, even if it is 
more clearly sublimated than in American Psycho: Packer need not butcher women and 
homeless people, perhaps, when his obscene wealth, on display as he circulates through a city 




through Bateman’s deeds. Thus if it is “real violence” that the mob monopolises, this must be 
understood to mean visceral, affective, embodied violence, as opposed to the mediatised 
spectacle of violence that Packer is able to enjoy on TV from within the limo, even as he sits 
in the middle of it (89–90). Doubly screened off, Packer is separated from the mob’s violence 
and can never be part of it, just as he is distanced and desensitised to the violence his 
manipulation of fictitious capital demands. 
By virtue of its protagonist’s distance from the mob—his irrevocable separation from 
it as they each move through the city, such that he can only look out on its violence through 
the glass—Cosmopolis reproduces aspects of the Romantic-era literary mob described by 
Haywood. As Haywood argues, the “spectacular” mob was the product of tensions between, 
on the one hand, representations of riots as “mindless, instinctual, [and] depraved”, and on the 
other, fear of the mob’s real revolutionary potential (Bloody 181). To represent the mob and 
counter it, authors had to infantilise and homogenise it, and in order to do this they needed to 
effectively sever themselves from it by situating the authorial voice well away from its 
excesses. Against this dominant tendency to distance and distinguish the author from the mob, 
found from the Gordon riots to the contemporary era, black bloc texts inhabit a submerged 
tradition in which Haywood also locates Lord Byron’s “Song for the Luddites” (1816), which 
extolled revolutionary violence and rejected the authority of “all kings but King Ludd!” (qtd. 
in Haywood, Bloody 198). Byron, Haywood argues, “imagines the unimaginable: ... not the 
mindless and anarchic violence of the spectacular mob, but a disciplined and high-minded 
vision of a plebeian insurrection” (Bloody 199). Byron does not disavow the mob per se, but 
rather attempts to engender a new model for the literary mob that goes beyond prior 
“spectacular” representations in order to give voice to an insurrectionary sense of strategic 
purpose. Yet Byron also does not try to rationalise the mob: committing the collective voice 




against the despotism of the emergent bourgeoisie, his vision is of a collectivity of Luddite 
rebels able to utilise the chaos and contingency of the mob to their advantage. It is this concept 
of the mob which persists in the literature of the black bloc, which, as Dupuis-Déri suggests, 
articulates “a political wisdom that does not restrict political activity to rationality” (“Black 
Blocs” 55). 
Black bloc texts transform the literature of the mob by effecting a shift in perspective: 
rather than writing about the mob, from a position as an uninvolved spectator or one threatened 
by the mob, as in DeLillo’s famous account and its precursors, black bloc texts write from 
within the mob; indeed, they write as the mob. The pseudonymous Mary Black’s “Letter from 
Inside the Black Bloc” (2001) is exemplary in this regard. Published in the immediate aftermath 
of the mobilisation against the G8 summit in Genoa, where black bloc tactics met with 
condemnation from sections of the Italian and international left (see K), Black embarks on a 
defence of the tactic, seeking to counter myths and place it in its historical context. In doing 
so, she adopts a distinctive literary or rhetorical mode in which aspects of a first-hand account 
are interwoven with political argumentation. Black’s missive begins: “I’m running as fast as 
my asthmatic lungs will allow in the midst of what can only be called a mob. My friend from 
back home and I hold hands so that we won’t lose each other, but I’m holding him back a little. 
He’s in much better shape than I am and he’d probably be out of range of the tear gas by now 
if it wasn’t for me” (n.p.) In contrast to earlier iterations of the literary mob, the irrationality of 
which is reinforced by hiving its movement off from the narrative voice, Black situates her 
authorial self in the midst of the mob. Her perspective is immediately inseparable not only from 
her own embodiment—as asthmatic and comparatively out-of-shape—but also from the 
broader body in motion of which she is one part. She is attached not only to her unnamed 
friend, but also to the black bloc en bloc, on behalf of whom she writes in the first-person 




platform, and you don’t have to sign anything or go to any meetings to join us.... [A]lmost all 
of us are anarchists” (n.p.). Even the author’s choice of pseudonym suggests a merging of the 
self into the collective body: as well as echoing the name of an enslaved woman accused of 
witchcraft during the Salem trials, it inscribes the defining feature of the black bloc into the 
identity of the author. 
A passage from “Wrecking You Again for the Very First Time”, an account of the 
actions surrounding the 2008 Republican National Convention in Saint Paul, Minnesota that 
appears in the third issue of the Milwaukee, Wisconsin anarchist periodical Make Total 
Destroy, situates its orientation toward the mob in similar terms. The author recounts: “Our joy 
and malice intertwine as another crowd fuses with us and becomes-rioting. Desire moves our 
appendages, and objects are released through the imaginary field constructed between law and 
order” (16). This passage describes a process in which individual subjectivity is erased and 
replaced by a collective mode of existence as the crowd. In Deleuzian terms, it marks the 
emergence of a collective assemblage of enunciation: a move from subjectivity per se toward 
“the pack or ... a collective multiplicity” (Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka 18), which is inherent 
to all enunciation, but overlooked and frequently “dismember[ed]” by the device of direct 
discourse (Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 93, 98). Seth Tobocman describes the 
same process in War in the Neighborhood when he depicts a group of rioting bodies, the 
boundaries between them indiscernible, encompassed in flames (274; Figure 13). Tobocman’s 
panel shows bodies that have become corporeally inseparable from one another, a single entity 
incapable of acting other than collectively. The Bash Back! communiqué “My Preferred 
Gender Pronoun Is Negation”, which describes the street fighting surrounding the 2009 G20 
summit in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, speaks in the same vein of “experiment[ing] in becoming-
mob, problematizing our very bodily boundaries.... Our thresholds of self dissolved further into 




use of high theory in these passages (a rhetorical device also seen in the Olympia Commune 
texts and unevenly in consent zines, as discussed in chapters 1 and 2 respectively) has the effect 
of destabilising the conceptual unity of the mob itself, suggesting that the mob is neither fixed 
nor static but is a process of becoming-mob or becoming-rioting. 
This “ontological relation of bodies coming together and increasing their capacity to 
act through interconnection” is, for Nathan L. Clough, constitutive of affect (1669). Referring 
to the aforecited “Wrecking You Again”, Clough argues that: 
What is particularly important here is the conjunction between the emotions associated 
with rebellion such as joy and hatred and rebelling bodies coming together as a force 
that exceeds liberal bounds of political action. In the discourse of “Becoming-riot”, it 
is the ability of anonymous rebellious bodies to operate as a bloc ... that gives anarchist 
direct action its power ... to alter power relations in certain contained spaces of the city 
(1677) 
A similar phenomenon is observed by the Free Association, who conceive of the emotional or 
affective content of the riot as involving a heightened sense of connection to others: they 
describe a sense of “total connection with our fellow human beings, when everything becomes 
possible, when absolutely anything could happen” (67). This emergent collectivity destabilises 
identities: “This is the affect of winning that we experienced [at the 1999 protests against the 





World Trade Organization] in Seattle and elsewhere. We felt we were winning because we 
weren’t ‘we’ anymore; maybe we’d even abolished any idea of a ‘we’, because there was no 
outside, no ‘us’ and ‘them’ any more” (Free Association 86). As a result, they argue, “we don’t 
feel like individuals in a crowd—we are the crowd, and the crowd is in us” (Free Association 
46). 
 Thus one way in which black bloc texts write from within the mob is by blurring the 
borders of subjectivity such that the authorial self dissolves into a broader collectivity. Whether 
this is made viscerally explicit or becomes apparent through grammatical choices such as 
pronouns, these passages effect a break with traditional literary representations of the crowd or 
the riot by enframing the text from the perspective of the mob itself. This is a point on which 
scholarly accounts of the black bloc have diverged: for Edward Avery-Natale, the black bloc 
“allows for the erasure of identification” (100, emphasis added), whereas for Jeffrey S. Juris, 
its effects are precisely the opposite: for Juris, “young militants enact performative violence in 
order to generate radical identities” (“Violence” 414, emphasis added). Paying attention to 
black blocs’ own textuality reveals that neither of these accounts tells the whole story—
masking up and property destruction neither erase identities nor produce them, but rather 
reconfigure subjectivity as a collective phenomenon rather than an individual one. 
 As a formal quality of literary texts, this esemplastic function, in which texts act to 
weave together political subjectivities, stands in opposition to the individualising tendencies of 
other forms. The novelty of the novel, in Ian Watt’s influential formulation, lay in its resolute 
individualism: emerging concurrently with philosophical empiricism, secularisation and—
most vitally—the capitalist mode of production, the novel as practiced by its innovators, Defoe, 
Richardson and Fielding, marks a break from an earlier relational conception of the self. Where 
previously lives were defined in relation to allegiances to family, community, church or guild, 




free individuals able to choose their own path in life (Watt 60–1). This reorientation 
reconstituted fictional plots, with the tendency to borrow models from myth or history replaced 
by an insistence on originality (Watt 13–14). The novel’s eighteenth-century rise is also, for 
Watt, inseparable from materialities of textual production and the commodification of 
literature: the expansion of literacy meant the growth of a reading public pursuing leisure and 
distraction (48–9), while the growth of publishers and the decline of the patronage economy 
encouraged authors to write copiously and accessibly in order to profit from a wide readership 
(55–6). On the question of the relation of the individual to the collective, black bloc texts thus 
constitute a decisive break from this tradition of the novel and the individualistic politics its 
form betokens: by writing from within the mob they take up a logic of interdependence and 
affinity that the bourgeois novel’s vision of a world “governed by the idea of every individual’s 
intrinsic independence” (Watt 60) specifically disavows. This is not, of course, to suggest that 
they represent a return to the pre-capitalist allegiances which Watt sees swept away by the tide 
of individualism—though, as we have seen, writing from within the mob does draw on an 
earlier literary tradition that contested capitalism from its inception. 
Black bloc texts are not entirely immune from the influence of the novel or the politics 
that produce it, however: reflecting the impossibility of ever entirely evading representation, 
they share to differing extents the form’s preference for “exhaustive presentation rather than ... 
elegant concentration” (Watt 30) and, vitally, share its preference for temporalities 
characterised by flux and potentiality over the timeless or universal. Whereas becoming-mob 
is defined first by a spatial embeddedness, there is another strategy used to the same effect that 
functions temporally. Though she no doubt is recounting experiences shortly after the fact, 
Mary Black writes resolutely in the present tense, describing sudden realisations and split-
second decisions: 
Probably there is no way out of this alley; it’s a trap, but the tear gas is too thick at this 




told to go.... Folks are trying to pull people out of the hands of the cops. One guy gets 
yanked back from the police line and runs; he gets away, but the friend I came here 
with is tackled.... Like most of the folks around me, I run. (n.p.) 
This is a mode of writing common to other black bloc texts, which situate themselves within 
the thick of the action as it unfolds. Arguably, this is itself a feature of rupture, which, for 
Wagner-Pacifici, constitutes an assemblage of “velocities, rhythms, continuities, successions, 
and durations” by which temporalities are brought “into high relief and into question” (62).  
For example, in her account of her experiences at the protests against the Transatlantic 
Business Dialogue in Cincinnati, Ohio in 2000, “Yertle the Turtle” (named after the Dr. Seuss 
character and part of an affinity group also including Gertrude McFuzz and SamIAm) adopts 
a diary form, narrating each of the four days of action in turn. Yertle initially enumerates every 
detail of the experience, down to the meals served by Food Not Bombs at the convergence 
space, but these ancillary, domestic details give way, over the course of the narrative, to focus 
more exclusively on the action in the streets. Yertle’s first diary entry (November 16) expresses 
anticipation for the coming days: “We got back here and SamIAm’s sister, her friend, and a 
couple more are here, so it looks like there’ll be ten or fifteen at the warehouse tonight. I’m 
looking forward to tomorrow” (99). This passage is followed, at the beginning of the entry for 
November 17, with the effusive declaration that “[t]oday was the most exciting, fun, radical 
display of grassroots progressive action I’ve ever been a part of. It was absolutely amazing!” 
(99). The gulf between the end of one entry and the beginning of the next is even more 
pronounced the following day. November 17 concludes, “[t]here are about 20–30 kids here 
tonight. THIS IS WHAT DEMOCRACY LOOKS LIKE!”; immediately, November 18 begins 
“[t]he shit hit the fan today” (101), as Yertle goes on to describe being tear-gassed and 
separated from her friends. Elsewhere she veers between a (possibly unaffected) childlikeness 
that leads her to note of her friend’s toe, crushed by a police horse, that “[t]he medics at the 




awareness of the technicalities of Cincinnati’s anti-mask ordinance. These juxtapositions—in 
which Yertle is exhilarated one moment, exasperated the next; naive and clued-up in the space 
of a single paragraph—reflect the vicissitudes of writing from within moments of confrontation 
and the affective and strategic shifts that are intrinsic to such moments. 
 ChuckO’s report-back from the April 2000 protests against the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund in Washington, D.C. is similarly written from the midst of the 
moment, but (like Cosmopolis, as well as other black bloc texts) encompasses only a single 
day. Like Yertle, ChuckO goes into great detail on the movements of the black bloc, describing 
its progression street-by-street, its interactions with police and its success in blocking buses 
carrying summit delegates (60). Like Mary Black, ChuckO tends to downplay his own role in 
order to foreground the bloc itself as a protagonist; like Yertle the Turtle, he writes artlessly, 
in a hurry. And in common with Yertle’s account of November 17, which ends with the all-
caps reproduction of a chant from the day, ChuckO concludes: “Whose streets? Our streets!” 
(61). The same is true of passages in “The Power Is Running”, an anonymous account of the 
1999 Seattle mobilisation against the WTO republished by CrimethInc. in 2006. Like Yertle 
the Turtle’s diary, this anonymous account is divided into sections describing each day of the 
protests, from November 22 through to the momentous confrontations of November 30. 
Whereas Yertle’s account signals its own authenticity through attention to detail and an 
unstudied straightforwardness, the author of “The Power Is Running” entertains a greater 
degree of artifice. At one point they transcribe the cacophony of the convergence space in a 
way that gives voice to an atmosphere of chaos and calamity: 
The cops are coming. They’re about to fire tear gas through all these windows. 
No they’re not. 
More rooms. 
Yes they are. Cover all this up so they can’t tell how many of us are in here. 
No they’re not. 
“WHO THE FUCK LET IN PHOTOGRAPHERS?” 
“I’VE GOT FELONY WARRANTS IN WASHINGTON STATE!” 




Two rooms left. 
No they’re not. 
“KEEP THOSE FUCKING PHOTOGRAPHERS IN THAT FRONT ROOM!” 
“SOMEBODY GO TALK TO THEM! 
Yes they are. 
We’re done. 
No they’re not… (CrimethInc., N30 7) 
The precise number of figures accounted for by this passage is unclear; shouted direct speech 
sits alongside the narrator’s unframed thoughts, but each is internally contradictory: the speaker 
talks at cross purposes and the narrator cannot make up their mind on the critical question of 
whether the threat from the police is imminent. Rather than an attempt to convey a political 
meaning, the text here functions as a means of giving voice to the cacophonous mob itself: as 
is the case when chants make their way into prose accounts elsewhere, the text becomes a 
conduit for the energy of the mob, which is essentially noncommunicative, or, if it is 
communicative, pertains to its own internal tactical or strategic matters rather than speaking to 
the outside world. In this way, black bloc texts purport to provide an account of events, but in 
truth collapse the distance between event and text: composed as the mob, with minimal artifice 
or distance, each account is written in time with the battles in the streets, and in each the 
noncommunicative orality of the protest chant impinges on the text’s form. 
 
Affect and new subjectivities 
Affect, in the sense used by Clough and the Free Association, is of course the subject of much 
broader contemporary critical attention. As Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg recount, 
from the mid-1990s two strains of “affect theory” emerged: one associated with Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, drawing on the earlier work of Silvan Tomkins; the other with Brian Massumi, 
drawing on Deleuze (5). My preference is for the Deleuzian route, though in contemporary 
articulations the legacy of each inevitably overlaps with that of the other. Outlining these 




“a non-conscious experience of intensity ... a moment of unformed and unstructured potential” 
(n.p.). Whereas feelings are formed with reference to one’s own previous experience, and 
emotions are the expression of a feeling, affects are preconscious, embodied and alinguistic. 
Affect, Shouse asserts, “cannot be fully realised in language, and ... is always prior to and/or 
outside of consciousness” (n.p.). In Massumi’s account, affect, or “intensity”, “is not 
semantically or semiotically ordered. It does not fix distinctions” (24). “Affect” is often used 
synonymously with “emotion”, but Massumi argues that they are different: “An emotion is ... 
the sociolinguistic fixing of the quality of an experience ... Emotion is qualified intensity … It 
is intensity owned and recognized” (28), the inscription of intensity or affect into stable 
semantic/semiotic spaces. Massumi draws here on Deleuze and Guattari’s account of affect as 
a type of becoming instantiated by art alone. For them, “[a]ffects are no longer feelings or 
affections; they go beyond the strength of those who undergo them”, and include harmonies 
and consonances in music or painting (What Is Philosophy? 164). In a Deleuzian register, 
affects are always collective: they are “becomings that spill over beyond whoever lives through 
them” (Negotiations 137). While What Is Philosophy? defines the task of the philosopher, as 
we have seen, as the creation of concepts, the role of the artist is to invent “unknown or 
unrecognized affects” (174).18 
The becoming-mob of black bloc textuality, the exceptional moments of collective 
exuberance that black bloc texts describe, can be read as such an affective experience that 
troubles or evades representation. Where social movement scholars have emphasised the vital 
role of emotion in political movements and mobilisations (e.g. Seferiades and Johnston) turning 
 
18 Rei Terada’s account of affect is similar, defining emotion as “a psychological, at least minimally interpretive 
experience whose physiological aspect is affect” (4), but differs on the question of the relative import of each. 
Situating accounts of affect with reference to claims for the death of the subject, Terada observes that emotion is 
seen as associated inextricably with the subject (where nonsubjects have affects instead of emotions), but need 
not be so insofar as responses to the question of emotion in the philosophy of mind have always been proximate, 




to black blocs’ textual production suggest it may be still more productive to seek out in these 
encounters the unchartable contours of affective experience. Alexander Cockburn and Jeffrey 
St. Clair wryly attest to the centrality of the affective quality of rebellion when they ask (in 
their 2000 book Five Days that Shook the World, to which I return below) “Did anyone really 
try to bring people to Seattle under the slogan, ‘We demand a working group’?” (69). What 
brings the mass out onto the streets, they suggest, is not any particular demand for reform or 
any specific “issue,” but more often the visceral appeal of becoming physically part of 
something larger than oneself. 
 Accounts of black bloc activity as joyful or ecstatic, as moments of rare intensity or 
clarity, as of a similar nature to a drug high or sex, or as moments in which one is to a greater 
degree than usual “in touch” with one’s own body or its power, proliferate in black bloc texts. 
Mary Black notes that “when some kids move a dumpster into the street and light it on fire ... 
[m]ost people conclude the protesters are doing this to give themselves a thrill, and I can’t deny 
that there is a thrilling rush of adrenaline each time I risk myself in this way” (n.p.). Black 
continues: 
But how many of us forgive ourselves for occasionally buying a T-Shirt from The Gap 
... ? Why is occasional ‘shopping therapy’ more acceptable than finding joy in an act 
of militant protest that may be limited in its usefulness? I would argue that even if Black 
Bloc protests only served to enrich the lives of those who do them, they are still better 
for the world than spending money at the multiplex ... or other culturally sanctioned 
forms of entertainment (n.p.) 
By emphasising “risk”, Black approximates Stephen Lyng’s accounts of “edgework,” in which 
the pursuit of high-risk situations functions as a form of resistance to the monotony of everyday 
life (Lyng 870–1). Jeff Ferrell has argued for an intrinsic connection between edgework and 
anarchy: edgeworkers and anarchists alike search “for that ‘strange music’ that plays when you 
stretch your luck, but stretch it just right” (“Only” 78, emphasis as original). Black is perhaps 
primarily concerned with providing a rebuttal to the black bloc’s critics, but in foregrounding 




space in which a fleeting freedom is found, as entirely distinct from the question of its broader 
political efficacy—she introduces an orientation found in other texts that address the same 
subject more lyrically. 
 For example, “My Preferred Gender Pronoun Is Negation” reads the affective or 
libidinal charge of the riot through the connection between rioting and sex: 
With ribald irresponsibility we wrecked, fucked, fought, and came all over politics’ 
symbolic terrain, synchronized only in our lust for disorder. Using our bucking bodies 
against restraint itself, we had no message—choosing instead to leave behind ruins of 
boundaries and a tangible path of demolition.... [W]e offer a form-of-life that could be 
read as a reuniting of barricades and unshaven legs. But what’s more, a synthesis of 
strap-on-cocks, hammers, outlandish wigs, bricks, fire, pepper-spray, licking, fisting 
and always ultraviolence. (188) 
As in the passages discussed above, the anonymous author(s) describe a collective affect, the 
subject of which is the plural “we”. The passage also (mis)uses high theory in similar ways, 
making the “form-of-life” (from Wittgenstein via Agamben) concretely embodied. Most 
importantly, it derives a rhetorical imaginary from the conflation of the black bloc with sex: to 
have “wrecked, fucked, fought, and came” are all part of a single process, and “strap-on-cocks, 
hammers, outlandish wigs, bricks, fire, [and] pepper-spray” constitute an assemblage to be 
deployed towards ambiguous ends. By describing rioting as similar to fucking, or placing them 
in close proximity, the texts draw allegiances between political struggles—reaffirming the 
essential affinity of queer liberation and sexual liberation with anarchism—but simultaneously 
return to and reaffirm an anti-political sensibility. As Hilary Malatino has contended, “Bash 
Back! is better described not as a set of political collectivities but rather as an explicitly 
antipolitical force, a force of resistance through negation” (215). It is tempting to frame this 
move from politics to anti-politics as a move from a conception of liberation achieved through 
broad-based alliances to one that foregrounds individual freedom in the absence of societal 
transformation; this, however, would be a misapprehension, insofar as these texts (as suggested 




of authorial positions within the mob or as the mob, they are not in any sense celebrating the 
individual (rioting is sex, never onanism), but rather disavowing the traditional collectivities 
of left politics in favour of affective, embodied and ruptural forms. 
“Wrecking You Again”, meanwhile, intervenes on the affective quality of rebellion 
through an appraisal of the specific affects of violence. The text describes an encounter with a 
police officer during the RNC actions: 
One lone cop, albeit a large one, has the gall to grab one of us. One of them and fifty 
of us. After countless experiences of being on the defensive at demonstrations or simply 
on the streets of our hometowns, we will take advantage of any opening we find. A 
hooligan sneaks up behind the cop catching him with a well-placed kick between the 
legs and runs back into the loving arms of the mob. As the cop releases a shower of 
pepper spray into the crowd, another person surges forth, body checking the cop with a 
flying leap. The pig hits the ground, and our comrade is freed. (18) 
Here the collectivity produced through black bloc action comes up against the foolhardiness of 
the lone cop. This is the textual equivalent of “riot porn”, videos depicting moments when 
protesters and rioters tip the scales in confrontations with police (see Rasza); it acquires its 
charge from the same sense of overcoming something, of momentarily turning the tables. There 
is also a certain glee in subversion: the attack is not quite for its own sake, but certainly 
constitutes an anti-political gesture rather than a strategic one. “Wrecking You Again” 
emphasises that the riot is a principal site of ludic exuberance: “We stress that no one has felt 
a comparable pleasure in America in the last five years. No amount of bodily fluid, mixed with 
syzurp, swirled together to the sound of Lil’ Wayne’s ‘A Milli’ could concentrate the joy felt 
when stones collapsed bank windows” (16–7).19 Affect, so far from the tedium of everyday life 
as to be unrepresentable in words, instead finds its expression in deeds: “Ecstasy was the 
vandalized cop car. Music was the hissing tire punctures. Glee was the foot inserted into the 
gendarme’s paunch” (Make 17). 
 




 The author of “The Power Is Running” contrasts the ludic exuberance of the anarchists 
in Seattle to the deadening affectlessness of the police. Describing the confused efforts to evict 
the convergence space, they recount: 
The cops are at a loss. Every time they [try] to give us an order or command we just 
dance, but when they try to charge their van across the block to disperse us we surround 
it and slow it down to a crawl, then beat and kick and rock it while the couple inside 
squirms.... A fragment of the world has been recovered, and it is safe for now. 
(CrimethInc., N30 9) 
Later, the narrator describes haranguing a cop and reiterates the juxtaposition: “Don’t you see 
how much more healthy and strong and fulfilling and desirable and fun relationships that rest 
on mutual respect and consent and understanding and solidarity and love are than ones that rest 
on force and fear and coercion and violence and hatred?” (14). They attest: “On one side of the 
line across 4th Avenue there is a pulsating festival of resistance and life. On the other side there 
is a blank wall of obedience and death” (14). This is a false opposition, of course: the line 
separating authority and resistance is much less clear-cut than the narrator imagines. The 
distinction may reflect a false hope that joy and life will remain uncontaminated by obedience 
and death, that the friend/enemy distinction will always take such an obvious form. It may also, 
however, be making a claim that what the massed police and protesters do clearly differ on, 
namely their respective affects, is the most salient aspect of their encounter. That is to say, to 
speak of “resistance and life” contra “obedience and death” is not so much to speak of political 
modes or goals, but rather to speak of affects produced. 
 
Carnivalesque collectivity 
Where “The Power Is Running” works on the basis of a binary opposition between “resistance 
and life” on one side of the police line and “obedience and death” on the other, other texts map 
the same terrain in terms of multiplicities and collectivities. They identify the anti-globalisation 




in the streets. One interpretative framework often used to understand the movement in this 
sense has been that of carnivalesque: in readings drawing particularly on Mikhail Bakhtin’s 
thought, its ludic aspects have been framed as the continuation of an orientation dating back to 
medieval popular tradition. In Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World, carnival figures both as a 
pre-modern social practice and a literary mode bearing the hallmarks of that practice, 
exemplified in the novels of the fifteenth-century Renaissance humanist François Rabelais. 
Bakhtin’s account of carnival, which is not limited to “carnival proper” but rather encompasses 
a wide range of practices, is that of an egalitarian, horizontal, anarchistic process: “Carnival is 
not a spectacle seen by the people, they live in it, and everyone participates because its very 
idea embraces all the people.... During carnival time life is subject only to its laws, that is, the 
laws of its own freedom” (Rabelais 7). Indeed, for Bakhtin freedom may be carnival’s most 
vital quality: in the feast “life came out of its usual, legalized and consecrated furrows and 
entered the sphere of utopian freedom” (Rabelais 89). As Robert F. Barsky has argued, in this 
regard Bakhtin’s thought is proximate to the later work of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and 
especially the anarcho-syndicalist Rudolf Rocker, who similarly described freedom and 
intermingling as vital for human development, and defended them in terms of natural law (625), 
and similarly described how language takes on new forms, remaining always dynamic despite 
states’ efforts to control it (629). 
Central to Bakhtin’s account is the theory of carnivalesque inversion, or “the peculiar 
logic of ... humiliations, profanations, comic crownings and uncrownings” (Rabelais 11), by 
virtue of which the carnival enacts the temporary suspension of all hierarchies. Bakhtin 
describes the experience of these inversions as one of being “reborn for new, purely human 
relations” (10). This rebirth through carnival signals its connection to the themes of temporal 
rupture and embodiment which span black bloc texts: carnival entails the development and 




phenomenon, “the social consciousness of all the people”, characterised by coming into contact 
with others and awareness of oneself as one of the people (Bakhtin, Rabelais 92). It is precisely 
because of this collective quality that it offers the prospect of “the defeat ... of all that oppresses 
and restricts” (Rabelais 92)—and not only tangible oppressive authorities but additionally “the 
great interior censor” (Rabelais 94), or, to use the twentieth century’s language, the cop inside 
one’s head. 
Both as a social practice and as a literary mode found in Rabelais and elsewhere, the 
carnivalesque has an evident affinity with the figure of the mob: Haywood, for example, argues 
that the Gordon riots, through which the literary mob first emerged, were characterised by 
“inverted power, transgression, taboo, and the grotesque body” (Bloody 185). One feature of 
the carnivalesque mob is what Bakhtin called decoronation, or the destruction of symbols of 
authority (in the Gordon riots, this took the form of the burning of Newgate prison and the 
attack on the Bank of England; see Haywood, Bloody 185–6), and the concomitant inversion 
of hierarchies. Such inversions abound in accounts of the Gordon riots: “Leaders are mock-
leaders: riff-raff, criminals, impostors, women, or even ‘well-dressed’ genteel defectors or 
agitators” (Haywood, Bloody 188). Joshua Clover suggests a still longer history, drawing 
attention to the mob’s assumption of the right to carry out arrests and issue royal proclamations 
in King’s Lynn, Norfolk, in 1347 (Riot 52). These are, if only unevenly, anarchist moments in 
which the principle of authority is mocked and subverted, its contingency highlighted, and their 
legacy is apparent in the anti-globalisation era. 
Arguments for the carnivalesque qualities of the anti-globalisation movement, though, 
have more often emphasised the most overt forms taken by this continuity: the giant puppets, 
radical cheerleaders, street parties and so on (see, for example, Graeber, “On the 
Phenomenology”; Shepard; St John). The black bloc figures less often; indeed, it is sometimes 




drawn, especially in pursuit of an expansive mapping of black bloc textuality. After all, as 
Lesley J. Wood observes, both the black bloc and the more ludic elements of the movement 
were the product of a rejection of routinised repertoires that “overemphasized moral suffering 
and symbolic opposition” (93). Perhaps more problematically, Richard J. F. Day has suggested 
that in their sartorial choices and use of makeshift weaponry and shields, black blocs “offer a 
parody of the riot police” (29), thereby upturning the state’s monopoly on violence. 
The two approaches are also, obviously, united by the symbolism of masking: while, 
as Pollyanna Ruiz suggests, “[c]arnivalesque protesters temper the confrontational and 
challenging nature of mask wearing established by ... the Black Bloc with a much less 
threatening, far more media-friendly emphasis on pleasure and political revelry” (269–70), 
their proximity in the streets indicates a degree of common ground that outweighs such 
differences. Carnivalesque practices in the movement are not purely playful and their proximity 
to the black bloc is not a coincidence: masking also serves a strategic purpose, often the same 
strategic purpose for both camps; and it may be the case, as Ruiz acknowledges, that 
“carnivalesque protesters’ use of masks is only effective because of [the] more menacing 
undertones” of the black bloc (269). And masking, insofar as it is strategic, also enacts a 
paradigmatically anarchist attempt to evade representation while acknowledging that one will 
inevitably remain trapped within its confines: to cover one’s face, Christoph Hubatschke 
argues, is to “refuse to speak as one should speak, refuse to be identified and, consequently, to 
be represented” (213–4), but the black bloc nonetheless practices “a becoming clandestine 
without being invisible” that makes it “often the most visible and discussed part of a 
demonstration” (210). It is true that overt carnival practices in the movement may be easily 
recuperable, however—whether, as Gavin Grindon notes, as a “safety valve” allowing the 
release of certain energies in an unthreatening way (“Carnival” 151–4); as Robert Stam 




oppositional character (137); or simply in terms of the familiar anarchist critique of 
revolutionary projects that upturn one hierarchy only to reimpose another, leaving the principle 
of hierarchy intact. The form of carnival enacted by the black bloc, however, or an account of 
carnivalesque protest in which the black bloc plays a central role, is much less easily 
reinscribed within circuits of representation and of capital. 
Alexander Cockburn and Jeffrey St. Clair’s Five Days That Shook the World: Seattle 
and Beyond (2000) provides a compelling account of anti-globalisation mobilisations’ 
carnivalesque qualities. Cockburn and St. Clair were idiosyncratic anarchists, at something of 
a remove from anarchist movements on the ground and perhaps more in tune with reformist 
contingents in the broader movement; nevertheless in 2000, in response to a query about their 
politics, Cockburn wrote “we are both anarcho-libertarians. One of us slightly more anarcho, 
the other slightly more libertarian. But we are NOT liberals!” (“Visited Your Site” n.p.). 
Similarly, while Five Days is a mass-market paperback published by Verso, appended by 
glossy pages bearing Allan Sekula’s photographs, in other respects it bears the markers and 
motifs of black bloc textuality: composed of a series of “diaries”, it adopts the same temporal 
mode of writing from within the moment as several of the missives discussed above. 
Five Days (in chapters attributed variously to one author or neither) describes its titular 
mobilisations as carnival-like events: describing Seattle, they recall, “[t]he march featured 
giant puppets, hundreds of signs, the ubiquitous sea turtles, singing, chanting, drumming and 
nervous laughter”, which together produce a “carnival with an ominous edge” (23). Yet the 
carnivalesque in this text is in fact foregrounded primarily in terms of the alliances and 
affiliations engendered in the movement: the much remarked-upon alliance of “Teamsters and 
Turtles”, or environmentalists and trade unionists (17), and 
the street warriors, the Ruckus Society, the Anarchists, Earth First!ers, anti biotech 
activists, French farmers, radical labor militants such as the folks at Jobs With Justice, 




disgustedly abandoned the respectable, police-sanctioned official AFL-CIO parade and 
joined the street warriors at the barricades (59) 
Cockburn and St. Clair’s description of the movement captures something of the carnivalesque 
polyphony ascribed by Bakhtin to Rabelais and others: its bringing-together of voices that 
spoke of different concerns from different subject-positions. As Stam notes, Bakhtin’s 
categories of polyphony, heteroglossia and dialogism are different ways of apprehending the 
coexistence of multiple voices which nonetheless do not fuse into a single speaking subject 
(128). Polyphony, Stam argues, refers “to the dialogical angle at which voices are juxtaposed 
and counterposed so as to generate something beyond themselves” (129). Polyphony is, from 
this perspective, the textual mode capable of representing the politics of alliance in the 
movement, its production of what Paul Routledge has termed “convergence spaces” 
(borrowing a term used in the movement to refer to temporary quarters for domestic life and 
meetings during summit protests) that pursue “an associational politics that constitutes a 
diverse, contested coalition of place-specific social movements” (345). The Luther Blissett/Wu 
Ming collective describe the same formation of alliances in the context of the 2001 protests 
against the Free Trade Area of the Americas in Quebec City, where “[m]any different strands 
of radicalism twisted together to form ropes, not only metaphorical but also literal ropes,” 
when they used grappling hooks to pull down the fence surrounding the summit venue (Wu 
Ming, “Spectres” xxxii, emphasis as original). Sekula observes these alliances while 
acknowledging their insufficiency as a means of understanding the real multiplicity at hand: 
“[t]he alliance on the streets”, he writes, introducing his photographs, “was indeed stranger, 
more varied and inspired than could be conveyed by cute alliterative play with ‘teamsters’ and 
‘turtles’” (in Cockburn and St. Clair 122). 
 As a literary mode that emerges from popular practice, from “the people’s second life” 
(Bakhtin, Rabelais 8), carnival stands once again in opposition to, or in a contentious 




Bakhtin argues, Rabelais occupied a liminal position, afforded a respect that a hierarchy of 
genres, closely associated with a class hierarchy, would in subsequent centuries deny him 
(Rabelais 64–5). In the Renaissance era, laughter had been a means of attaining a new view of 
the world, a source of truth, and a necessary part of great literature; later, as laughter became 
increasingly individualised and lost its universal, levelling quality amidst broader processes of 
rationalisation and generalisation, the value of Rabelais and his folk-cultural inheritance were 
diminished (Rabelais 66–7, 115–6). In the seventeenth century, Bakhtin observes, popular 
laughter almost entirely disappeared, replaced by forms of “reduced laughter—humor, irony, 
sarcasm—which were to develop as stylistic components of serious literature (especially the 
novel)” (Rabelais 120). 
In this regard Bakhtin charts a similar history to Watt, in which the novel required the 
overcoming of a collective sense of the world in order to take root. Elsewhere, however, 
Bakhtin complicates this picture: in his essay “Epic and Novel” the novel appears as a 
polyphonic form par excellence, drawing other genres into its orbit and reconfiguring them; it 
is a form marked by heteroglossia, dialogism, laughter and, vitally, the indeterminacy that 
stems from contact with unfinished, evolving reality (Dialogic 5–7). Rather than locating the 
novel’s birth in early eighteenth-century Britain as Watt does, Bakhtin finds precursors across 
an array of times and places, which coalesced and cohered in the Renaissance. Any perception 
of the novel as a straightforwardly individualistic form is significantly tempered. The novel is 
not opposed to carnivalesque folk humour but instead identified here as its continuation: its 
temporal modality of incompleteness and becoming, as opposed to the finished, distanced 
temporality of the epic, is dependent on its adoption of the principle of laughter (Dialogic 23). 
The novel’s origins in folk humour, Bakhtin here argues, were instrumental in constructing its 
apparent individualism: where the hero of the epic is a finished product, wholly self-realised, 




a narrative of individual transformation (Dialogic 35). In this regard Bakhtin complicates 
Watt’s account of the novel’s irreducible individualism in ways that account for productive 
forms of crosspollination: as a genre that always interweaves with other genres, one that draws 
sustenance from carnivalesque folk humour as part of its multivalent inheritance, it is possible 
both to see an alternate path for the novel and to acknowledge its persistent influence in the 
apparently entirely non-novelistic domain of black bloc textuality. These are points to which I 
will return in this chapter’s final section. 
In the carnivalesque imaginary of Five Days, Seattle and subsequent moments were 
vital insofar as they allowed disparate political subjectivities to temporarily combine; 
nonetheless St. Clair expresses concern 
that for all its promise this tenuous marriage might end badly.... There are deep, 
inescapable issues that will, invariably, pit Steelworkers, fighting for their jobs in an 
ever-tightening economy, against greens, defending dwindling species like sockeye 
salmon that are being killed off by the hydrodams that power the aluminum plants that 
offer employment to steel workers. (42–3) 
St. Clair’s worries that these alliances would prove temporary were, we now know, well-
grounded. Yet such momentary inversions and fleeting alliances are part and parcel of carnival 
itself: as the Free Association acknowledge, referring to the affective charge of summit 
protests, “it’s not possible to live at that fever pitch forever—that level of intensity is just too 
demanding on our minds and bodies” (46), but in the comedown that follows one sees the world 
differently due to one’s fleeting experience of empowerment. The intrinsic ephemerality not 
only of the alliances formed in the movement but also of the movement itself can be read as 
cause for pessimism or resignation, but to the extent that mobilisations seem to have 
discernible, if diffuse, longer-term effects it can also be understood as a component of the 
movement’s politics of temporal rupture. 
 Carnival’s ephemerality renders it unthinkable before its commencement and perhaps 




lived, infused as it is with affects that remain prelinguistic. This incomprehensibility persists 
in black bloc texts even in the absence of carnivalesque’s other markers. “The Power Is 
Running,” for example, begins: 
I can’t do it. I can’t. I can’t tell you what it felt like any more than a bird could tell me 
what it feels like to fly. I can tell you my story, but it’s only my head talking. My heart 
can’t write, and my guts don’t have lips. I cannot truly explain how it felt to taste ecstasy 
in every breath as the invincible forces of privilege and coercive power finally lost 
control... (CrimethInc., N30 4) 
Before commencing with their diaristic account, the author acknowledges the inevitable 
insufficiency of any such narrative. Recalling the disclaimers appended to consent zines 
discussed in the previous chapter, as well as the pleas for conscientious, anti-representational 
textual production in the Olympia Commune’s “Autonomous, Not Atomized” discussed in 
chapter 1, the author here forewarns the reader in a gesture that is both formal and political: it 
is a commentary both on the insufficiency of the text, the inevitability with which affect escapes 
legibility; and on the connotations of domination carried both by representation per se and by 
attempts to document ineffable moments such as those the text describes. 
Make Total Destroy is similarly bookended with gestures towards the 
incomprehensibility or unrepresentability of what it describes. Malcolm Harris relates the 
anecdote which gives the zine its name: 
There was an anti-IMF consulta in DC, and representatives from all over the world were 
discussing what actions their communities would take locally. Person by person, they 
detailed comprehensive plans for direct actions ... The discussion finally gets around to 
a Greek anarchist group.... Their spokesman addresses the assembly and says simply, 
“We will make total destroy.” Everyone looks incredulous and confused. The Greek 
spokesman, fearing he has miscommunicated, excuses himself to confer with his group. 
He speaks with them in hurried Greek, and the rest of the assembly seems relieved that 
there will be further explanation. After the short clarification, the spokesman turns to 
the room again and says, “Yes, we will make total destroy.” (Harris n.p.) 
The anecdote and its invocation in the zine not only highlights a commitment to unmediated 
attack, destruction or negation; it also speaks to the unrepresentability of such a strategy—such 




question better than a more apparently coherent account could. It suggests the success of the 
attempt, discussed in “Wrecking You Again,” to “rip words from restrictive reference” (17). 
In Deleuze and Guattari’s linguistics, collective assemblages of enunciation (of the kind 
that are apparent in black bloc texts’ efforts to speak from within the mob) are connected to 
agrammaticality. Drawing on e. e. cummings’ poetry, they argue agrammatical writing 
“constitutes a cutting edge of deterritorialization of language ... it causes language to tend 
toward the limit of its elements, forms, or notions” (A Thousand Plateaus 116). “[G]rimaces, 
slips of the tongue, screechings, inarticulate sounds, extended liaisons, and brutal accelerations 
and decelerations”, Deleuze elsewhere argues, are features of a minor literature in which 
language operates rhizomatically (Essays 110). By continuously varying and reconfiguring 
linguistic formations, agrammaticality demonstrates the irreducibly social character of 
language. The back page of Make Total Destroy highlights a further instance of such semantic 
anarchy: it describes how “[i]n a police report describing a black bloc at the Republican 
National Convention, one ever-so eloquent officer claimed that he observed a group of over 
one hundred anarchists ‘doing being totally out of control’” (54, boldface as original). The 
authors of this coda read into the cop’s solecism a rare awareness of the insufficiency of 
“doing” and “being” alike: “his inability to identify any particular mode” is evidence that he 
was faced with “an opening of a space in the policed grid of desire and action ... a new virtual 
landscape of otherworldly affects” (54). “Doing being” signifies an inability to come to terms 
with becoming: “the actualization of our potential ... a perpetual and intensifying dance of 
annihilation and genesis of our selves .... our becoming totally out of control” (54, italics and 
boldface as original). “Doing being totally out of control” has acquired a memetic quality: a 
pearl-clutching right-wing commentary on an anti-Trump protest in 2017, for example, records 
seeing “Antifa agitators” carrying a banner bearing the slogan before burning American flags 




like the black bloc’s masks, inscrutable sloganeering renders movements less comprehensible 
to authorities and seeks to foreclose the possibility of recuperation. They are also important 
instances in the omnipresent anarchist negotiation with representation: if accounts of action 
must be given, Make Total Destroy suggests, preferential treatment should be given to 
descriptions that trouble and complexify language rather than assuming its capacity to 
adequately represent experience. 
 
Rupture and momentousness 
A common gesture in black bloc texts, one which is allied to an aesthetic politics of the 
carnivalesque and inscrutability, is the ascription of degrees of momentousness to summit 
protests. By framing Seattle or other events as incomprehensible ruptures, the texts also make 
various claims for their temporal relation to other moments and to everyday life. The New York 
Counter Inaugural Cluster’s quietly didactic report-back from the 2005 inauguration of George 
W. Bush, for example, describes tactics for breaking out of police kettles: “When we made our 
charges, we would count down from 10 or 20 depending on the situation.... When all we could 
hear is people shouting, ‘4, 3, 2, 1,’ we felt nothing could stop us. And one day, they won’t be 
able to” (334). The shift in tone in this final sentence registers a claim for the historic 
significance of brief scuffles with police at minor summit protests: the text becomes a way to 
affirm a forward-looking aspect of the moment that might otherwise be missed. The Circle A 
Brigade’s report of the same event offers a similar contention: having “caused our enemies 
inconvenience, cost them money and otherwise interfered with their misdeeds”, they assert that 
the action “created a much-needed spark, at least among ourselves, one of the many needed to 
light the fire burning in our hearts for a better world.... Many gained the experience of learning 
how to act and apply power in anti-authoritarian masses, an experience that will strengthen our 




is significant insofar as it indicates that what is at stake is not simply a matter of strategic know-
how (though this is certainly important), but also the affective element of struggle: having 
experienced what it is to come up against riot police and to be able to claim a modest victory 
in such an engagement, that knowledge is rendered indelible, with strategic implications. Put 
differently, the separation between affective anti-politics and strategy in the present is effaced 
by casting an eye to their intertwined implications for the future. 
 This ascription of momentousness to particular events was a staple of the anti-
globalisation movement, in which mobilisations were referred to by alphanumeric signifiers 
that could be placed in array: “N30” for 30 November 1999 in Seattle; “A16” for 16 April 2000 
in Washington, D.C.; “J26” for 26 June 2002 in Calgary; and so on. Gavin Grindon reads this 
phenomenon as part of the movement’s self-mythologisation: these “iconic monikers” are part 
of its engagement with the “territory of myth and powerful experience” (“Breath” 98). The 
very title of Cockburn and St. Clair’s Five Days That Shook the World, with its echoes of John 
Reed’s Ten Days That Shook the World (1919), a first-hand account of the October Revolution 
of 1917, captures this imputation of world-shaking significance to these protests (their subtitle, 
Seattle and Beyond, seems to leave open the possibility—reasonable enough in 2000—that the 
string of momentous days had not yet finished). Cockburn and St Clair identify Seattle as an 
exceptional moment, akin to May 1968, in which those engaged in resistance succeeded in 
blindsiding the state: “Once in a generation you can catch the ruling class off guard”, they 
propose in their discussion of N30’s aftermath, “[t]hen you spend the next twenty years paying 
for it” (98). 
 The Luther Blissett/Wu Ming collective, which issued communiqués and produced 
fiction at the height of the movement and after its downturn, put a distinctive spin on these 
themes in its manifesto “From the Multitudes of Europe Rising Up Against the Empire and 




(or perhaps as its opening salvo), the text situates the movement among several centuries’ 
worth of uprisings and revolts in Europe. Making explicit resonances that are left implicit in 
their novel Q (1999, published under the Luther Blissett name), Wu Ming introduce a “we” 
that spans all of these moments: “For centuries we have marched, armed with stories as 
weapons, ‘dignity’ emblazoned across our ensigns.... We are the peasants of the Jacquerie.... 
We are the ciompi of Florence.... We are the peasants of England.... We are the Hussites. We 
are the Taborites” (“From the Multitudes” n.p., emphasis as original). This history, from the 
Jacquerie of 1358 to the Paris Commune of 1871, via the German peasants’ revolt that is at the 
centre of Q, and culminating in Genoa, is identified as one with a single subject at its centre 
and a single antagonist. Yet in emphasising continuities, Wu Ming also chart a different history 
of momentous mobilisations: each event listed and briefly limned is reconceived in its 
connection to others and to the present and future. 
The social movement scholar Donna Della Porta’s account of protests as “critical 
junctures” refers to similar phenomena: in an argument that echoes Wagner-Pacifici’s account 
of rupture, Della Porta argues that some protests are capable of “act[ing] as exogenous shocks, 
catalyzing intense and massive waves of protest” (559). Emotion is one mechanism at work in 
these moments: excitement, shock, and “the exhilaration of living in an exceptional historical 
moment” (561) all play a role. This is perhaps how momentous dates function in the work of 
the British artist and author Laura Grace Ford (formerly known as Laura Oldfield Ford), whose 
Savage Messiah collates zines that ruminate in a unique post-punk visual vocabulary on the 
memory of protests and riots in London. Ford’s work cannot be separated from the anarchist 
or anarchistic spaces whose resonances it excavates—histories of squatting, the free party 
scene, gentrification and resistance in London since the 1980s—but, I wish to suggest, is also 
motivated by a politics of temporal rupture that brings it into dialogue with the North American 




2005 and 2009) meanders between times and spaces, cutting across London according to 
Proustian flights of memory that also call forth into what was, at the time of the zines’ 
production, the future. As Mark Fisher observes in his introduction, “Ford is alive to the poetry 
of dates. 1979, 1981, 2013: these years recur throughout Savage Messiah, moments of 
transition and threshold, moments when a whole alternative time-track opens” (xv). Fisher is 
right that these dates and others are dotted throughout Ford's work, usually cutting into 
sentences and rendering them conversational in their awkward grammar. Take for example the 
following passages from Savage Messiah #2:20 
 
1976, scorched terraces and battered sofas, pyramid speaker cabs and LCC blocks 
reverberating in the searing heat. 
 
1984, Class War benefit. Squatted fire station, Old Kent Road. Surly faced Anarchos 
roaming mahogany corridors, bands on the Crass label, white noise and short circuits. 
 
August 2001. Aylesbury Estate. The end of a three month bender, cascading episodes 
of heat and destruction. 
 
This is 2013, a bindweed dilerium [sic], Japanese knotweed and Russian vine, 
convolvulus creeping over walls. The glittering schemes of the PFI consortium lies in 
ruins; Foster and Partners, Tibblads [sic], TM2, Gehl Architects and Space Syntax; 
mystical names from another era. 
 
Dates, in conjunction with spaces—both those clearly delimited, as by street names, and those 
more affective or mobile, as produced by descriptions of plant life, sound or heat—function in 
these passages as the occasion for dives into memory. Dominic Davies has argued that Ford’s 
“layering of drawings, annotated maps, blurry images and angry text, transgresses the borders 
of literary form and also the increasingly rigid borders of the city” (347, emphasis as original), 
but her form is, vitally, also one that reconfigures temporalities. Perhaps most interesting in 
 
20 Savage Messiah is unpaginated; in place of page references I have provided reference to the constituent zine 




this regard are the moments when dates become decontextualised, or rather, come to provide 
context for one another, and coalesce as an array: thus, at the end of the zine, Ford finds herself 
in an Elephant and Castle where gentrification appears to be complete (or, alternatively, 
transplanted into the glossy world of a property developer’s advertising hoarding): 
 
the Old Kent Road ... becomes a tree lined boulevard. The Heygate has gone. I am 
immersed in a holographic world, in a zone that is now “South Central”, “Mid Town”, 
West End and City.... “Young professionals” sit outside gently conversing in 
sympathetic tones. The translucent edifices of Starbucks and Costa become shimmering 
promenades.... I am escorted invisibly from the central plaza, past the Eco tower in full 
bloom and the happy couples drinking champagne in the sky gardens. 
1973, 1974, 1981, 1990, 2013. 
Always a return. A Mirror touch. A different way out. (#2) 
 
At the culmination of the zine (the following pages are mostly wordless), the dates that infuse 
Savage Messiah are brought together as a list that resembles the anti-globalisation movement’s 
list of mobilisations. Ford returns to this technique throughout the zines to draw connections 
between recollections of riots or ruptures: 
 
Humid evening in the heart of a heatwave. July 1995 / July 2003 / July 1981. Subways 
sealed with reinforced concrete. Buzzing and crackling. The supergrid. Pylons towering 
over graffiti lit walls. (#4) 
 
Distortion. 
1973–1974, 1980–81, 1990, 1994, 1999, 2001, 2008/9/10 2013. hoover distorted, 
grainy, sweeping 
low key. (#8) 
 
1973, 1990–93, 1998 and 2001–2 2008 
1973 returning 2012 2013 (#10) 
 
A willing into being, a vision of future, 1981, 1995, 2003, 2010 and 2013. (#786) 
 
Ford’s narratives seem to work across these alternative timelines in which the banal connective 
tissue of everyday life is effaced and the unexpected highs are emphasised. Thus the sequences 




extended narratives and is more often divided up into brief discrete blocks. Yet the dates also, 
vitally, refer to a submerged sense of connection between these events that points forward into 
an envisioned future: the 1981 riots, 1999 Carnival Against Capital, May Day 2001, and so on, 
are linked, repeatedly, with 2013, which for Ford represents both a post-apocalyptic moment 
(in reference to the Mayan 2012 myth) and the aftermath of the programme of gentrification 
associated with the 2012 Olympic Games. 
As Johanna Isaacson suggests, in invoking 2013 Ford refuses a prelapsarian 
utopianism, favouring instead a conception of the “post-post-lapsarian” which “attribut[es] any 
possible futurity to a history of revolt and struggle” (36, 34). Published between 2005 and 2009, 
the zines are able to see 2012 as a moment of transition and 2013 as the wide-open moment 
after: “There’s no angels heralding the next epoch, it’s just us as the swarming underclass, the 
surplus people animated round fires lighting up the tawdry streets. It’s coming. The next epoch. 
To some it’s too late. To us just the start” (#786). In the penultimate zine (#10) the apocalyptic 
London that has been gestured towards throughout is fleshed out but still left ambiguous. 
Moving aimlessly through a depopulated city, the narrator knows she will “have to get out 
soon” and envisions making it out to “[t]he big camps north of Glasgow”. Making literal Iain 
Sinclair’s account, in London Orbital (2002), of the M25 as London’s “perimeter fence” (3), 
Ford’s narrator describes the imposition of a border around the metropolis and fears being 
detained if she tries to leave. The zine is sparing in its textuality, working mostly through 
photographs and illustrations. The striking familiarity of Alexandra Road Estate and Elephant 
and Castle roundabout are collaged among domestic scenes and anonymous urban wastelands. 
One double-page spread abandons the photorealism of the other illustrations to depict, in 
marker-pen strokes, Westfield shopping centre in Stratford abandoned, the caption “Stratford 
City 2013 looted burnt destroyed” laid over the sky. In similar ways to the “Letter of Solidarity 




to an overdetermined crisis of representation: the vastness of the depopulated city, the 
accumulation of memories, the hyperstimulation of gentrification, and the incomprehensibility 
of one’s circumstances in an uncertain new regime, all conspire to inhibit narrative or 
descriptive coherence. Also unrepresentable is rupture: strings of dates, documenting moments 
when nonlinear potentials emerged from riots, echo the anti-globalisation movement’s string 
of alphanumeric high points, but these are given in lieu of descriptive accounts. Narratives do 
not coalesce or cohere, but rather remain fragmented and open-ended. In 2021, Ford’s “2013” 
remains on the horizon. 
Thus, despite the different contexts of their production and circulation, the ineffability 
of rupture in Savage Messiah is continuous with that articulated in the introduction to “The 
Power Is Running”. As we have seen, this missive bursts into life by avowing its insufficiency: 
“I can’t do it. I can’t. I can’t tell you what it felt like...” (CrimethInc., N30 4). Yet the direction 
the text takes as it continues (it does, after all, move past this impasse) is if anything more 
interesting: 
if somehow I could share with you what I felt for ten days in Seattle, you would never 
settle for anything less again. You would kick in your TV, run outside buck naked, tear 
up the freeway with your bare hands, flip tanks upside down, and dance with panda 
bears through the streets.... [O]nce you got a taste of the sublime joy of reclaiming 
control of your life and your world, of regaining your lost kinship in a human 
community of which you are an integral component, of realizing your wildest dreams 
and desires, you would do whatever it takes to make it happen again. (4) 
Ineffability collides with the fact that if the ineffable could be related it would be revolutionary. 
This is simultaneously a strong claim for the power of texts and a strong claim for their 
insufficiency: the text could in theory transform not just subjectivities but whole political 
structures, but it cannot, because the experience that has to be transmitted falls outside the 
realm of the representable. As we have seen, anarchism rejects forms of representation in 
favour of an ethic of direct action, but this rejection is itself overdetermined: as well as 




tendency within anarchist movements to pursue moments of rupture that resist representation. 
Anarchism’s hostility to representation stems from an acknowledgement both of 
representation’s danger and of its inadequacy—indeed, its impossibility—rather than, as other 
critics might have it, its ubiquity; rupture is the point at which this inadequacy is most plainly 
thrown into relief. 
 
Demystification and cognitive mapping 
If what cannot be expressed is precisely what has revolutionary implications, however, then it 
is worth exploring how these barriers to representation function, and whether they can or 
should be torn down. It is the contention of many of the black bloc texts I have introduced that 
political action, including property damage, can perform such a function: that it can demystify, 
shatter illusions or “break the spell” of exploitation and authority, making the true nature of 
social relations plain. In the black bloc texts, these possibilities are associated especially with 
the breaking of glass. Though the relationship is seldom straightforward—shattered windows 
do not automatically lead to shattered illusions—the texts nonetheless draw numerous 
associations between the black bloc’s specific repertoires of property damage and the 
possibility of ruptures that demystify. Shon Meckfessel has situated such priorities in the 
context of Occupy-era riots as “forms of insurrectionary defiguration, which act to destabilize 
established ideological forms, objects, and subject positions” (117, emphasis as original). Jesse 
Cohn, meanwhile, has identified the development of similar insights in broader terms as a 
feature of an anarchist aesthetic, which might involve “an apprehension of empirical actuality 
as senseless, preposterous, impossible” (“Breaking” §1, emphasis as original). That is to say, 
anarchist art and literature in the anti-globalisation movement and beyond might seek not only 
to expose the violence and exploitation on which existing structures of governance are founded, 




their contingency and arbitrariness wholly apparent. It is additionally worthy of note that, in 
Stam’s account of Bakhtin’s work, carnival “is a demystifying instrument for everything in the 
social formation that makes collectivity impossible” (135), and Bakhtin’s project one “of 
revealing the ‘causal network’ of events” (142): the black bloc texts’ emphasis on 
glassbreaking and the shattering of illusions, then, stands as another instance of the connection 
between the black bloc and carnivalesque formations at summit protests. 
 In the context of intense divisions within the movement over property destruction (see 
Starr 66–9, L. J. Wood 92–3), claims for its capacity to demystify served to provide a rationale 
for black bloc action. To read riots as ruptures is to insist, with Tadzio Mueller and Sian 
Sullivan, that they bring “to the fore the antagonisms and struggles that infuse normalized 
social relations”, including “demonstrat[ing] that the police’s monopoly on violence and the 
sanctity of private property are not in the natural scheme of things, but are politically 
constituted and policed” (249). The articulation of a politics of demystification, and its 
association with shattered shop-fronts, is most evident in the ACME Collective’s Seattle 
communiqué, which ascribes a central role to broken glass as a tool of recruitment and 
radicalisation, insisting “[w]indow-smashing has engaged and inspired many of the most 
oppressed members of Seattle’s community more than any giant puppets or sea turtle costumes 
ever could” (43). It continues: 
When we smash a window, we aim to destroy the thin veneer of legitimacy that 
surrounds private property rights. At the same time, we exorcise that set of violent and 
destructive social relationships which has been imbued in almost everything around us. 
By “destroying” private property, we convert its limited exchange value into an 
expanded use value.... The number of broken windows pales in comparison to the 
number [of] broken spells—spells cast by a corporate hegemony to lull us into 
forgetfulness of all the violence committed in the name of private property rights and 
of all the potential of a society without them. Broken windows can be boarded up (with 
yet more waste of our forests) and eventually replaced, but the shattering of 
assumptions will hopefully persist for some time to come. (45–6) 




property destruction ... sends a message that seemingly impervious corporations are not 
impervious.... [A] little brick, in the hands of a motivated individual, can break down a 
symbolic wall. A broken window at Nike Town is not threatening to peoples [sic] 
safety, but I hope it sends a message that I don’t just want Nike to improve their actions, 
I want them to shut down and I’m not afraid to say it. (n.p.) 
What is significant in these sentiments is the elision of material phenomena and processes of 
spectacle, mystification or representation, which are situated in material assemblages. It is 
taken as read that the concreteness of the brick can have disruptive or even destructive effects 
upon relationships that are communicative or ideological. The “spell” cast by private property, 
or the imperviousness of Nike, is rendered concrete as the shop window and, once concretised, 
it can be more easily attacked. The facade of a retail outlet becomes the facade of capitalism 
itself, immediately at hand. 
There can be little doubt that glassbreaking demonstrates the contingency of private 
property: if one can turn a pane into shards on pavement and get away with it, then clearly the 
sovereignty of private property is undermined. Yet in keeping with the logic of rupture, such a 
demonstration is temporally circumscribed: it may resonate, but showing private property to 
be contingent is not the same as communising it. This is, ultimately, a question of 
representation. In each of these texts concrete political action is thought to destabilize regimes 
of representation: an assault on a shop window is thought to threaten an ideological edifice. 
Anarchism is characterised by its challenge to representation, and in these texts anarchists take 
militant action on this terrain—against illusion, ideology or spectacle, or against the casting of 
a “spell” that obscures the real nature of relationships. The texts are made complicit in the 
assault: even while they are apparently describing deeds, and thus representing them, they ally 
themselves to the antirepresentational act. Thus texts like report-backs, communiqués and 
analyses can, contrary to appearances, function as confrontations with representation through 
the formation of such textual–political solidarities, even in the absence of any elaboration of 




Glassbreaking at summit protests was seldom indiscriminate: as Avery-Natale 
observes, property destruction usually seeks “to drain city and corporate money, or at least to 
inconvenience them”, and as such “is not unfocused, but emphasizes specific targets that are 
seen as representing the neo-liberal hegemonic order” (98). Amory Starr likewise notes that 
property destruction is meant to hit businesses’ profits, as well as to raise the costs to cities of 
hosting summits; as such, typically “multinational corporations are attacked and small stores, 
immigrant shops, etc. are left unharmed” (70). Jeffrey Juris sees this as the “specific 
communicative logic” of black bloc militancy: targeting symbols of state and corporate power 
and bypassing small businesses and homes (“Violence” 420). As an anonymous account of the 
Genoa mobilisations has it, black blocs engage in “mindful destruction” (Anonymous, “Being” 
48).21 
Black bloc texts document these processes of differentiation and evaluation, listing the 
establishments targeted at the actions they describe. For example, the ACME Collective 
enumerate: 
Fidelity Investment (major investor in Occidental Petroleum, the bane of the U’wa tribe 
in Columbia [sic]), Bank of America, US Bancorp, Key Bank and Washington Mutual 
Bank (financial institutions key in the expansion of corporate repression) Old Navy, 
Banana Republic and the GAP (as Fisher family businesses, rapers of Northwest forest 
lands and sweatshop laborers) NikeTown and Levi’s (whose overpriced products are 
made in sweatshops) McDonald’s (slave-wage fast-food peddlers responsible for 
destruction of tropical rainforests for grazing land and slaughter of animals) Starbucks 
(peddlers of an addictive substance whose products are harvested at below-poverty 
wages by farmers who are forced to destroy their own forests in the process) Warner 
Bros. (media monopolists) Planet Hollywood (for being Planet Hollywood). (42) 
The parataxis of this passage, in which commas are abandoned part-way through, charts a 
landscape of consumerism and exploitation in which the violence of production is linked back, 
 
21 Leonard Williams and Brad Thomson have problematised this commonplace, however, noting that anarchists’ 
approach to the 2009 G20 summit in Pittsburgh involved attacks on smaller businesses and mostly declined to 
target the summit itself, effecting a shift toward a “more wild or nihilistic approach” (279). For Williams and 
Thomson this shift maps onto the move out of the anti-globalisation era, in which anarchists functioned as the 
militant direct-action wing of a broader movement, into an uncertain new era in which insurrectionary anarchist 




over and over again, to brand names on the high street. The disjuncture of globalisation is such 
that these connections are intrinsically difficult to trace, and their totality is impossible to keep 
in mind: one may know about Occidental’s drilling in Colombia, or Gap’s sweatshop labour 
practices, but comprehending each of these forms of violence and connecting them to political 
action is another matter. The text thus not only assists the reader in grounding themselves 
within these webs of exploitation and consumption, but also suggests ways of fighting out of 
their confines. The Circle A Brigade’s account of the 2005 inauguration protest, for instance, 
describes its decision not to target particular establishments, but instead to march through the 
Adams-Morgan neighbourhood—home, apparently, to “multi-nationals that are there for the 
sole purpose of reaping as much profit as they can,” as well as Donald Rumsfeld and “the 
Washington Hilton, which was host to one of the Republican Parties [sic] decadent balls that 
night” (338). Passages such as these, in which political action is relayed and justified in terms 
of the power relations concretised in urban space, can be read as forms of cognitive mapping 
in the sense proposed by Fredric Jameson. Drawing on the urban planner Kevin Lynch, who 
found “that urban alienation is directly proportional to the mental unmapability of local 
cityscapes”, Jameson extrapolates “to the realm of social structure, that is to say, in our 
historical moment, to the totality of class relations” as a global phenomenon (“Cognitive 
Mapping” 283). In the same way as, for Lynch, the inability to cognise a map of one’s urban 
surroundings is potentially paralysing, so too for Jameson is the incomprehensibility of global 
capitalism “crippling to political experience” (“Cognitive Mapping” 283). 
 Jameson’s account of cognitive mapping is not easily reconcilable with an anarchist 
antirepresentationalist project insofar as it is precisely a form of representation: as a way to 
resolve disorientation by providing people with a coherent account of the workings of their 
world, it is at risk of falling foul of the anarchist antipathy to efforts to “giv[e] people images 




ability to decide those matters for themselves” (48). Cognitive mapping additionally describes 
the refraction of economic realities through popular culture texts, as in Jameson’s accounts of 
Sidney Lumet’s crime drama Dog Day Afternoon (1975), in Signatures of the Visible, and Alan 
Pakula’s conspiracy thrillers The Parallax View (1974) and All the President’s Men (1976), in 
The Geopolitical Aesthetic. These texts involve the allegorical explication of the political in 
terms of the economic and vice versa (Geopolitical 67). Thus in a film like Dog Day Afternoon, 
in which Al Pacino’s botched bank robbery meets with the incompetence of the FBI, what for 
Jameson is incipient “is the dawning realization that someone was responsible for all that, that 
... momentous social transformations were not merely part of the on-going logic of the 
system—although they are certainly that too—but were also, and above all, the consequences 
of the decisions of powerful and strategically placed individuals and groups” (Signatures 62). 
In these readings, cognitive mapping functions fundamentally as an attempt to resolve a crisis 
of representation rather than, as anarchists might prefer, to stick with the crisis and consider 
what it tells us about representation per se. 
Elsewhere, however, Jameson’s account of cognitive mapping takes a different form: 
it becomes a conscious project to be pursued, one that is deliberately practiced in certain texts. 
This is apparent in Jameson’s discussion of the Filipino filmmaker Kidlat Tahimik’s The 
Perfumed Nightmare (1977), which he takes as evidence “that new forms of political art ... are 
so far to be felt dimly stirring in the general area of the didactic” (Geopolitical 188). The film 
directly encounters geopolitical phenomena in ways that differ substantially from the purely 
unconscious allegorical mode of Dog Day Afternoon—yet The Perfumed Nightmare 
nonetheless engages only allegorically with the Philippines’ history of U.S. imperialism and 
the dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos. Thus it falls short of exemplifying Jameson’s call for 
“[a]n aesthetic of cognitive mapping—a pedagogical political culture which seeks to endow 




(“Postmodernism” 232). This second modality of cognitive mapping, in which the 
development of didactic knowledge is not an incipient allegorical feature of the text but 
something baked into it for political ends, is taken up by (for example) Jasper Bernes, who 
seeks to understand the logic of logistics and the political opportunities it provides by 
responding to Jameson’s call (174). For Bernes, cognitive mapping is only secondarily a form 
of representation, and is all but entirely divorced from Jameson’s effort to resituate didacticism 
within aesthetic production: instead it is of a piece with political strategy. 
This is the manner in which black bloc texts that partake in cognitive mapping ought to 
be perceived: not as fundamentally representational while also unconsciously or allegorically 
didactic, but as overtly didactic and only fortuitously also representational. It is the absence of 
“a coherent aesthetic, technique or theory” of cognitive mapping in Jameson’s work, its refusal 
to “provide a method, or advance a concept”, and its insistence on instead “pos[ing] a problem 
which is at once political, economic, aesthetic and existential” (Toscano and Kinkle 22, 
emphasis as original) that makes possible such a departure. This is not, however, to preclude 
acknowledgement of black bloc texts’ rhetorical functions or their formal aspects: to suggest 
that these texts partake in cognitive mapping is not to divorce them from their functions as 
literary texts. As the Circle A Brigade’s report-back continues along the same thematic lines, 
for example, it adopts a lyrical mode: 
The corporations that were targeted as well as the police are occupying forces in 
neighborhoods from Adams Morgan to Buenos Aires. They are not upstanding 
community institutions. They are responsible for the destruction of the environment, 
the brutal exploitation of both human and non-human animals, and of perpetuating and 
enforcing sexism, racism, and rampant inequality all over the world. In any sane, just 
world, such institutions would not exist. Breaking their windows is only one step—let 
them be broken each day, again and again by every person who desires a better world, 
until no ones [sic] bothers to repair them again. If we oppose these corporations, we 
should ask ourselves: should we permit them to exist? If we feel their existence is 
destructive, then how can we allow this destruction, this injustice? Breaking their 
windows and thus costing them in material terms—those being the only terms they 




Sian Sullivan suggests that black bloc communiqués resemble classical anarchist writing in 
their content (225), but formal echoes exist too: this passage recalls earlier anarchist 
rhetoricians like Alexander Berkman, who strove for affective resonances that would rouse 
readers to political action, while simultaneously developing a rudimentary cognitive map in 
which the global effects of certain corporations can be understood in their totality. In their 
narrative account of the Seattle moment, Cockburn and St. Clair return to similar insights: in 
their reading, one of the unique features of the “movement of movements” was its capacity to 
forge awareness of a common enemy and common terrain of struggle. They describe, for 
example, how the International Rivers Network realised that many of the dams against which 
they were campaigning were funded by the World Bank, and at the same time defenders of 
forests found that deforestation was often encouraged by the World Bank and IMF (3). Such a 
realisation was at the core of the unlikely carnivalesque alliance between “Teamsters and 
turtles”—the former enraged by threats to unionised jobs, the latter by a World Bank ruling 
that U.S. environmental legislation constituted an unfair trade barrier (Cockburn and St. Clair 
16–17, 42–3). The Northeastern Federation of Anarchist Communists’ (NEFAC) callout for 
the September 2001 actions against the World Bank and International Monetary Fund once 
more channels this insight into rhetoric: 
The World Bank and International Monetary Fund control more investment capital and 
have more policy influence in the world economy than any other institutions. They 
restructure economies for neocolonialism, steering production to elite markets, while 
locals suffer for basic needs. They lower wages, proliferate sweatshops and repress 
organized labor. Their development projects are environmentally destructive. They 
privatize education, health care and water; burdens felt most heavily by women world-
wide. They force relocations, and destroy communal possession of the land. All under 
the guise of neoliberalism—that racist irrationality which denies the historic and current 
realities of the mass exploitation and dehumanization of people of color, especially 
those living in the “Global South.” These reasons, and more, make the World Bank and 
IMF the target of protests against the rising tide of capitalist globalization. (148) 
Cognitive mapping, in the passages discussed above, is associated with (indeed, serves to 




international institutions and so corresponds to the summit-protest strategy, in which those 
institutions were targeted. 
In each of these cases, then, the articulation of a cognitive map is inseparable from 
action, and the construction of cognitive maps is a function of anarchist texts, a means of 
conjoining texts to political contestation. These passages’ rhetorical flourishes resolve the 
apparent problems of translating cognitive mapping into political action: McKenzie Wark, for 
example, objects that “the cognitive map ... is supposed to enable action but is itself not integral 
to it” (“Cognitive” n.p.), while Rhiannon Firth warns that accounts of cognitive mapping risk 
assuming “that highlighting oppressive structures might automatically read-off into social 
change” (166). More generally, Deleuze cautions that “[c]ounter-information only becomes 
really effective when it is—and it is by its nature—or becomes an act of resistance. An act of 
resistance is not information or counter-information” (“What Is the Creative Act?” 322). These 
formal characteristics are introduced, then, in order to effect such a move from counter-
information into resistance, in the hope they will motivate readers to take action. 
 
Violence, pain and martyrdom 
Thus far I have described black bloc texts as experiments in the articulation of joy, exuberance, 
collective life and overflowing affect, all of which culminate in the possibility of temporal 
rupture. It would not be entirely correct, however, to paint either the black bloc or the anti-
globalisation movement, or the textual production of either, as purely affirmative or 
straightforward in their jouissance. These texts’ preoccupations with embodiment and 
temporality have their flipside in descriptions of the police violence with which the movement 
was frequently met, as a result of which entirely different embodiments and temporalities come 
to the fore. Such descriptions are often matter-of-fact, such as that of the Circle A Brigade from 




One person was viciously attacked by several police officers while sitting on the curb 
talking to friends after the march was split up. He was sent to the hospital with a broken 
nose.... [A]round 70 people were trapped in one or two alleys by police, they were 
arrested and forced to kneel handcuffed in the snow in below freezing temperatures for 
2 hours, being told by police that “this is their punishment.” There are also reports of 
people being pepper-sprayed while handcuffed. (335) 
Yertle the Turtle’s 2000 diary describes a police assault with much the same absence of artifice: 
The police began tear-gassing people immediately.... Before we could all get together 
and escape (we were SOOO close) riot cops with clubs and/or guns in hand blocked off 
the escape route.... After several beatings and arrests, they began letting us out in groups 
of four. The Black Bloc reorganized about two blocks away (a little too close) and was 
again encircled. We were stuck in a fenced-in parking lot; a gap in the corner was the 
only way out.... I was the last escapee. I was alone and freaking out. I started bawling. 
I had been crying since they started beating my friends at the first trap. Luckily the 
medics had been allowed out and they were standing there right next to me. They asked 
what was wrong and I told them as calmly as possible that I was having a panic attack 
(102) 
Where certain passages discussed above attest to the sublime tenacity of the black bloc as a 
collective entity, Yertle here describes the cataclysmic loss of confidence that comes when 
police succeed in sundering that collectivity. The previously noted guileless, awkward 
enthusiasm of this text in particular is transformed by the shift in positions that puts the black 
bloc on the receiving end of state violence: plural pronouns and a practice of writing from 
within the mob are replaced by an account of a purely personal affective and physical response. 
“The Power Is Running” shares with Yertle the Turtle an account of pain’s capacity to 
produce disorientation and confusion in its description of Seattle: 
One [cop] throws a can of gas into my lap. Ronald McDonald and his band of merry 
devils run amok through my organs, burning plastic bonfires in my windpipe and 
hacking at my lungs with chainsaws dipped in DDT. Vampire fangs sunk down to the 
gums suck the soul from my skull, and all that remains in the hellish wasteland between 
my ears is fear and hatred.... I scramble down Seneca stone blind and finally collapse 
in the street, gasping and convulsing. Someone pours water on my face and rubs life 
back into my eyes. I am born again in their hands. (CrimethInc., N30 11) 
The author’s account of the obliteration of subjectivity by pain, and of the alleviation of pain 
as a sort of rebirth, calls to mind Elaine Scarry’s account of pain’s effects. For Scarry, pain’s 
nonreferential quality (we do not feel pain for something or about something; pain simply is) 




argues, do we encounter a literary or cultural text “that is not just incidentally but centrally and 
uninterruptedly about the nature of bodily pain” (10). “The Power Is Running”, with its attempt 
to render the internal effects of violence as something absurd or comical (“Ronald McDonald 
and his band of merry devils”, “Tony the Tiger” and “his chemical claws”) also bears out 
Scarry’s suggestion that descriptions of pain tend to rely on “as if” statements (15–6). Yet the 
author of “The Power Is Running”, too, is elsewhere able to describe pain and violence in the 
matter-of-fact terms adopted by other texts, albeit remaining within the first-person perspective 
and emphasis on individual embodiment found in other accounts: “This is getting repetitive. I 
have inhaled so much pepper spray, and ducked so many concussion grenades and rubber 
bullets that running the bulls on 4th Avenue is no longer novel or fun. It’s just frustrating” (13). 
The numbing effect of pain results in the normalisation of violence: the affective thrill of the 
riot is eradicated and violence is reduced to dull boredom. 
 Cockburn and St. Clair’s Five Days, as was suggested above, has certain formal and 
functional similarities with black bloc communiqués and report-backs; this extends to its 
emphasis on violence and the dryness with which it broaches the topic. After the police arrive 
at the scene of a sit-down blockade, St. Clair describes how 
very suddenly, a tear gas can was launched into the sitting demonstrators. It oozed grey-
green smoke. Then seconds later another one. And then five or six more [of] them were 
fired into the crowd. One of the protesters nearest the cops was a young, petite woman. 
She rose up, plainly disoriented from the gas, and a Seattle policeman, crouched less 
than 10 feet away, shot her in the knee with a rubber bullet. She fell to the pavement, 
grabbing her leg and screaming in pain. Then, moments later, one of her comrades, 
maddened by the unprovoked attack, charged the police line, Kamikaze-style. Two cops 
beat him to the ground with their batons, hitting him at least 20 times.... Soon the man 
started to rise. Somehow he got on his hands and knees and then he was shot in the back 
by a cop who was standing over him. His hands were cuffed behind him and he was 
dragged away across the pavement. (25) 
Like the tone of the accounts discussed above, in which violence is recounted in order to 
emphasise its ubiquity, the way in which it is normalised, St. Clair’s measured detachment 




itself. Scarry’s description of torture as an encounter structured by “the greatest distance that 
can separate two human beings” (36) can help us to apprehend this violence: whether or not 
the police brutality enacted in Seattle and elsewhere can be understood through such a metric, 
Scarry’s description of torture as characterised by distance is clearly borne out in accounts of 
police impassively shooting rubber bullets at screaming tear-gassed protesters, accounts 
diametrically opposed to anarchists’ descriptions of their own joyous violence. St. Clair 
nonetheless does soon slip into the first person to describe the desensitisation that follows: “I 
was stunned, staring at the scene with the glazed look of the freshly lobotomized” (26). 
 JoAnn Wypijewski’s contribution to Five Days, from the IMF and World Bank protests 
in Washington, D.C., strikes a slightly different tone on the question of pain and violence, 
however. With the benefit of some months of hindsight after Seattle, Wypijewski was able to 
describe “an irritating game being played among defiants, a kind of one-upmanship of 
suffering, or perhaps machismo? ... [O]ne guy who’d been in Seattle asked another if he’d been 
gassed there. ‘Hell, yes, three times.’ To which the first guy replied, ‘I got hit, like, five times.’ 
For others it was seven, or nine or—God help you—not at all” (in Cockburn and St. Clair 76–
7). As well as adding a degree of levity to these discussions, this recollection brings to the fore 
a concept of some relevance when it comes to distinguishing anarchist and non-anarchist 
tendencies within the movement: namely that of martyrdom. Both in the anti-globalisation 
movement and subsequently, anarchists have mobilised a hostility to martyrdom, understood 
as the anti-strategic insistence that there is intrinsic value in making oneself the victim of 
violence. David Graeber in 2004 described the “common wisdom among anarchists ... that the 
old breed of grim, determined, self-sacrificing revolutionary, who sees the world only in terms 
of suffering will ultimately only produce more suffering himself” (Fragments 74). The same 
critique of martyrdom runs through black bloc texts: G-Mac and People Within the ARA’s 




nor ever should be, to be arrested and brutally beaten for the sake of some vain association with 
Gandhi or Martin Luther King Jr.” (346). Indeed, wherever black bloc texts are exhilarated, 
exuberant, uncontrollable and joyous, martyrdom is contradicted. 
Sunil Yapa’s novel Your Heart Is a Muscle the Size of a Fist (2016) bears consideration 
here insofar as, in its fictionalised depiction of Seattle, it takes an approach vulnerable to the 
anarchist critique of martyrdom. Your Heart is the story of nineteen-year-old Victor, who 
returns home to Seattle and his estranged father, the city’s police chief, on the climactic day of 
the 1999 protests. Like DeLillo’s Cosmopolis, and like several of the communiqués discussed 
above, the action spans a single day, from Victor rising in his tent under a bridge on the morning 
of November 30 and venturing out into the crowded streets, to his eventual reconciliation with 
his father the same evening. Other characters enter the scene at points: activists preparing to 
peacefully blockade the city’s intersections, overwhelmed police, a Sri Lankan WTO delegate 
frustrated by the disruption. Victor is roped into a blockade and, from an initial position of 
desensitised cynicism, is won over by the ethical claims of nonviolent civil disobedience. Yet 
the Oedipal drama takes centre stage—Victor, faced with a line of riot cops, thinks “Dad, what 
are you doing? Dad, don’t do it” (85)—and from the moment the characters’ relationship is 
established their reunion is assured. 
Your Heart can be read as a deft recapitulation of the tropes of lyrical realism, the 
dominant of the “two paths for the novel” outlined by Zadie Smith in a 2008 article. Found in 
its exemplary form in Joseph O’Neill’s Netherland (2008), the genre is mostly unaffected by 
the neuroses surrounding representation that gave rise to modernism, content to dwell in the 
individual psyche, and relentlessly descriptive to the point of cliché. Lyrical realism, to which 
Smith counterposes a more radical challenge to modernism exemplified by Tom McCarthy’s 
Remainder (2005), “has had the freedom of the highway for some time now, with most other 




somewhat dispiriting sense of recognition” (§1). The risk of lyrical realism is that the priority 
it accords to formal mastery precludes the possibility of political significance or the ascription 
of serious interventionism to the novel: in Netherland, Smith argues, “[a]n interesting thought” 
is vanquished by “the ghost of the literary ... leaving only its remainder: a nicely constructed 
sentence, rich in sound and syntax, signifying (almost) nothing” (§1). 
These qualities are found in Your Heart: for example, in Victor’s initial stunned 
apprehension of the protest. Still at this point unwilling to believe, and mostly looking for 
someone who might buy his weed, he is nonetheless shocked by the sublimity of the crowd: 
Hippies in their Gore-Tex, punks in their sweaty denim, and holy crap, it seemed to 
Victor as he joined the surging crowd that they were popping out from every hole and 
door, waves of protesters sloshing in the streets, bright-eyed thousands appearing as if 
summoned.... And the entire motley crowd chanting, chanting and now singing, old and 
young, their voices raised to the cloudy sky as if song were the very root of being. (5–
6) 
The collective enunciation of the protest chant does not, at this point, intercede in the text in 
the way it does in “The Power is Running”, though Victor’s “holy crap” may be an 
individualised approximation. Indeed, Yapa’s prose frequently draws on run-on sentences 
which curve back into his protagonist’s emotional reaction to a situation. The initial encounter 
with the protest continues: 
He saw them come rising from North Face tents gone swampy with sex; from the paint-
splattered warehouse where they gathered to gossip and train; from the cellar of the 
church where they had sat in foldout chairs discussing what they knew of what they 
called the Third World and there was a look on their faces—all their sweet, round, high-
fructose faces—that was hoping everything was more or less okay with the world, even 
though they knew it wasn’t, and Victor, looking at that look, he didn’t know whether 
to laugh or cry. (6–7) 
In this way, where the lyric essay form discussed in the previous chapter as a feature of consent 
zines is capable of conjoining the political to the personal, lyrical realism subjugates the former 
to the latter, foreclosing in every case a move into the political realm or the pursuit of political 
effects. Here Smith’s critique of lyrical realism shows its affinity with Watt’s historical account 




lyrical realism is the hegemonic development that prevents the articulation of a collective 
politics in the novel, in Watt’s account that possibility may have been doomed from the start 
by the novel’s inherently individualistic orientation. Nonetheless, once again Bakhtin provides 
a necessary rejoinder: his insistence on the novel’s generative interweaving with other forms 
and genres (Dialogic 5–7) provides some explanation for Your Heart’s similarities to other 
non-novelistic black bloc texts; in particular, Bakhtin’s emphasis on the novel’s depiction of a 
world in a state of incompleteness (Dialogic 39–40) is reflected to some extent in the shared 
feature, in Yapa’s novel and several black bloc texts, of a 24-hour temporal delimitation to 
avoid seeming to present a complete, finished story. 
As Kolson Schlosser suggests, Your Heart is a novel about emotion, the narrative thrust 
of which traces Victor’s rediscovery of the power of love, which can help us to “think about 
the role of emotion in progressive politics in public space” (53). For Schlosser, this recognition 
is significant insofar as it enables a reading of Your Heart as an intervention in debates over 
the role of love in revolutionary politics. The flipside of this, however, may be that the novel 
occupies a political space apart from the black bloc texts in which affect plays a central role. 
To recapitulate: for Deleuze, Massumi and Shouse, among others, emotion is a linguistic 
expression of an internal state, which is inevitably only a partial picture, whereas affect is the 
internal state itself, which remains alinguistic and resists representation. This has vital 
consequences for mimesis and the possibility of an anarchistic anti-representational literary 
mode: to the extent that emotion is privileged over affect, the incipient authoritarianism of 
representation is reaffirmed. It is no coincidence that this distinction maps onto the political 
divide which played out in Seattle, and indeed throughout the anti-globalisation movement 
(and which continues to play out in various contexts in 2021), between a strategy of nonviolent 




ground—the strategy foregrounded in Yapa’s account of Seattle—and the strategy of 
unaccountable direct action described in black bloc texts. 
 Your Heart is emphatically not an anarchist novel: it’s wedded to nonviolence in what 
seems a decidedly naïve form, its cops are troubled ordinary joes, its activists are hectoring 
hippies, and its narrative culminates in the tearful embrace of oppositional energies with violent 
state power. The black bloc puts in a single appearance, rendered insignificant and inert, “away 
from the action”, “yelling philosophies” at protesters trying to protect a bank (243–4); Yapa’s 
characters’ perceptions of the bloc as irrational and incomprehensible have more in common 
with the anonymous cop for whom anarchists appeared “doing being totally out of control” 
than with anarchist authors. The studied emotiveness of Yapa’s prose is at odds with the 
artlessness of black bloc missives churned out in the heat of the moment. Yet in certain respects 
Your Heart is, like DeLillo’s Cosmopolis, Ford’s Savage Messiah and Cockburn and St. Clair’s 
Five Days, continuous with black bloc texts, in ways that relate to form as well as content. In 
its single-day span it approximates the from-within quality of black bloc communiqués, which 
is also found in DeLillo’s novel; Yapa also shares black bloc texts’ fascination with pain and 
violence, and the space given to police violence in Your Heart echoes black bloc accounts of 
the same. Further, the novel’s textuality and metatext share with anarchist literary production 
a distinctive appropriative ethos. Like black bloc communiqués, or to an even greater extent 
consent zines, Yapa picks slogans, images and moments from anarchist culture and accounts 
of anarchist action: the novel’s title is lifted from the Ramshackle Glory song “Your Heart Is a 
Muscle the Size of Your Fist”; the image of “[t]hree topless girls ... crying ‘Death to the police 
state,’ their breasts bouncing in the cold air” (7) describes a photograph by Sekula reproduced 
in Five Days (Cockburn and St. Clair 140); and the description of police applying doses of 
pepper-spray directly to the eyes of a passively resisting protester (to which I return below) 




Francis Dupuis-Déri (“Black Blocs” 57) and L. A. Kauffman (142). Thus, while Yapa’s novel 
departs from anarchist orthodoxy in almost all respects, its distinctive temporality, its magpie 
quality and its orientation toward encounters with violence all place it firmly within the orbit 
of the black bloc and of anarchism. 
 As the tear gas envelopes the blockade, Victor’s attention turns to the history of the 
chemical, which he imagines to have been perfected by “a nice professor with a beard and a 
salary sufficient to pay for a duplex for his loving wife and pretty kids” (183). One cannot, 
Victor thinks, reasonably ask the scientist developing tear gas in his lab in the past 
to hear the coughing it produces in Victor’s body in 1999, to hear the wheezing or the 
awful scratching, to feel Victor’s eyes burning in his head, cannot ... ask him to hear 
above his humming the future screams or the stomping feet, cannot ask him to imagine 
the human courage required to sit in this cloud of poison gas and not move, to allow it 
to swirl and gather at your feet, to slide inside your clothes, to kiss your skin with its 
cracked fever lips, to lick at your face with its burning tongue. (185–6) 
In this passage, abstract ethical thought is gradually pulled down to earth by bodily pain as 
Victor’s train of thought becomes subsumed by what he is experiencing. Here physical pain 
intrudes on philosophical reflection, rendering thought impossible in the way suggested by 
Scarry, for whom “[p]hysical pain does not simply resist language but actively destroys it, 
bringing about an immediate reversion to a state anterior to language” (4). If pain destroys 
language, it certainly also destroys the sort of rationalism and rationalisation that Victor 
pursues; accordingly, his attempt to understand (or to refuse to understand) collapses into an 
account of the physical pain he simultaneously experiences. The sequence that follows 
reaffirms pain’s capacity to erode not only language and rationality but also emotion: watching 
a protester named Edie writhe in pain, the cops rummage in a medical kit and pull out cotton 
buds and gauze (186). Victor, and perhaps the reader, anticipates mercy and the alleviation of 
her pain, but instead the cops dip the swabs in pepper spray and rub them around her eyes and 





 Yapa here provides an example of the process described by Scarry in which the 
imagery, rhetoric and equipment of medicine are utilised in torture. Medicine, Scarry argues, 
is “ubiquitously present [in torture] by inversion” (42), whether the torturer is really a doctor 
or only play-acts as one. The Seattle police in Your Heart, who Victor thinks “looked like some 
weird version of bedside nurses” (187), stand in this tradition of cruelty, which is also the 
tradition of a bureaucratically dehumanising form of violence that works at a distance from its 
victim. Distanced from Edie not only by the “white latex gloves to protect their hands from the 
pepper spray” (187)—not to mention by their uniform, which would likely protect them from 
any repercussions for their overzealousness—but also by the edifice of medical knowledge 
which asserts the aura of objectivity and authority, the distance between the cops and their 
victim is that which for Scarry is constitutive of torture (36). 
And yet the sometimes overt, sometimes incipient liberalism of Yapa’s novel works to 
insist that this distance must be bridged and that the incomprehensibility of pain and torture 
must be resisted. Watching the police torture Edie, Victor wonders: 
What force inside her allowed her to endure that kind of pain? What inner reserve of 
strength? What was possibly going on inside this woman that gave her the strength to 
sit silently and not scream? 




One might turn this interrogation around on the author. Why, for Yapa, must there be an “inner 
force”? Why must the experience of police brutality confer moral status on its victim? What if, 
as seems likely, the real protesters on whose action this scene is based did not sit stoically, 
refusing to resist or even to scream? Your Heart may be usefully counterposed in this regard 
to Daniele Vicari’s film Diaz – Don’t Clean Up This Blood (2012), a dramatisation of the 
eviction of protesters from the Diaz school in Genoa amidst that city’s G8 summit in 2001 and 




violence: rather than triggering any realisations or revelations, police brutality in the film is 
simply miserable and humiliating.22 Your Heart constantly seeks explanations not only for the 
resilience of the victims of violence but also for the violence itself. John Henry—a 
sanctimonious veteran activist who is Yapa’s most obnoxious character—convinces himself 
that police violence is the result of the cops’ “desperation and frustration” (192). Victor’s 
police-chief father, heretofore presented as sympathetically searching for common ground with 
the activists, concludes that “[h]e had been too kind. He had allowed himself to trust these 
people.... He had mistakenly respected the truth of their position, treated them with a mercy 
they did not deserve” (206). That this is ahistorical—that the violence was planned from the 
start, rather than prompted by the police’s loss of control—is perhaps a banal point, but it is 
clear that the lyrical realist novel, in which “the ghost of the literary” (Smith §1) intercedes 
against political didacticism, demands this kind of narrative construction, which, ironically, 
cuts against the explicit moral didacticism of Victor’s narrative journey from cynicism to true 
belief. That is to say, while Victor is able to recover an ethics of interrelation and mutual 
dependence, Yapa remains trapped within a cynical moralism desperate to find an excuse for 
police violence. 
 Whereas black bloc texts envision a process by which people are reconfigured as 
collective political subjects through their own violence, Yapa imagines that such a 
transformation comes to those on the receiving end of batons and pepper spray, rather than to 
those smashing windows and battling police. Victor, shot down (whether with live rounds or 
“less-than-lethal” weaponry is left vague) and beaten at the novel’s end, no longer finds 
brutality incompatible with thought; now, instead, the transformation of his stomped-on hand 
 
22 There is much more that could be said about film and the anti-globalisation movement. Seattle alone is the 
subject of the serial feature Showdown in Seattle (1999), produced by the Independent Media Center, 
CrimethInc.’s Breaking the Spell (1999), Rustin Thompson’s documentary 30 Frames a Second (2000) and the 
activist-produced short Big Rattle in Seattle (2001), as well the Hollywood thriller Battle in Seattle (2007). See 




into the centre of his whole subjectivity becomes “the beginning of a knowledge” (269). The 
possibility of awareness or awakening is not separate from, or incommensurable with, violence 
and pain: it comes as Victor feels “the batons battering him like hail, a shot to the kidneys that 
exploded like a star” (273). Violence itself becomes the occasion for a recognition of some 
inner truth. Through this momentous acceptance Victor approximates Edie’s state which was 
previously incomprehensible to him, and her moral stature, which was previously unavailable 
to him; the receipt of police brutality is reaffirmed as the opportunity to come to know oneself 
and the world. The possibility of rupture, emphasised in black bloc texts, remains present but 
is remade as state violence is reaffirmed by the liberal politics of martyrdom. 
 In affirming the “new anarchism” ushered in by the anti-globalisation movement as a 
phenomenon that was literary as well as political, this chapter has sought to situate black bloc 
texts as interventions in topics that are central to contemporary literature and culture. As we 
have seen, black bloc texts from this period are characterised by a distinctive orientation toward 
authorial authority and narrative voice, one that supplants traditional literary representations of 
the mob with a new approach that articulates an affective experience and a political critique 
from within the mob. In their reconfiguration of carnivalesque protest as a form of literary 
polyphony, their engagement with central contemporary questions of temporality and 
embodiment, their cultivation of a textual politics of temporal rupture, and their direct-action-
oriented practice of cognitive mapping, these texts indicate the ways in which contemporary 
anarchist literature of the turn-of-the-millennium sought not only to chart a contemporary 
global landscape of domination and exploitation but also to aid in struggles to move beyond 
that state of affairs. The question of individualism and collectivity that has run through this 
chapter—from the politics of writing from within the mob, via collective experiences of the 
reconfiguration of subjectivity and of carnivalesque collectivity, to the incipiently reactionary 




contemporary accounts of an anarchist “dropout culture”: accounts of mobility and “off-grid” 






Mobility and Complicity in Anarchist Dropout Narratives 
 
 
Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself 
– Walt Whitman 
 
 
Richard Powers’ The Overstory (2018), as we have seen in chapter 1, indicates some of the 
textual circumscriptions and opportunities engendered by contemporary anarchists’ 
commitment to security culture. In its depiction of environmental activists’ adoption of 
pseudonyms and their refusal of textuality to prevent detection as they embark on a programme 
of ecological sabotage, The Overstory indicates the ways security culture, which would appear 
to hamper textuality, is in fact productive of new identities and new relationships. Yet Powers’ 
novel also circles around certain vexing questions about the possibility of maintaining a 
meaningfully rebellious way of life within the totality of industrial civilisation. While seeking, 
in their own modest way, to fight back against deforestation, Powers’ characters repeatedly 
confront the ways their own lives cannot be uncomplicatedly situated outside of capitalist 
modernity. Indeed, for Douglas Pavlicek (soon to become Doug-fir) it is the realisation that 
even apparently ecologically admirable deeds are recuperable that leads him, eventually, to 
take up sabotage. 
In constructing Douglas, Powers no doubt draws on Edward Abbey’s Hayduke, anti-
hero of The Monkey Wrench Gang (1975) and Hayduke Lives! (1989), who Abbey based on 
his friend Doug Peacock: both are addled Vietnam veterans with an all-or-nothing attitude, and 
each battles with the complications one encounters when trying to translate that attitude into 
practice. Having spent four years planting trees for a living, “scrambling across slash, slag, and 
mud”, five and a half days a week in all weather, he proudly celebrates planting his fifty-




Douglas’ own Damascene conversion comes when a fellow drinker informs him that his back-
breaking work only allows the logging companies he despises to clear-cut old-growth: 
informed he’s “putting in babies so they can kill grandfathers”, he is bereft (232). Douglas is 
soon able to redirect his energies into direct action though—wandering into Portland and 
finding some trees under which to sleep, he wakes to find them being cut down and launches 
an impromptu tree-sit, before quickly being dragged down and arrested (236). But the world-
shattering and radicalising effect of the realisation that “he’s been suckered into wasting his 
life, or worse” (233) suggests a desperate grasping for clarity in an uncertain ethical landscape. 
Douglas is not the only character to dwell on such questions: elsewhere Patricia Westerford, a 
dendrologist leading a legal battle to prevent clear-cutting, is delighted to have a judge issue 
the requested injunction, but quickly brought back to earth by the realisation that the decision 
will raise the cost of lumber, and so lead other timber firms to cut even faster (357). Later still, 
Nick (formerly Watchman) works in an Amazon warehouse, musing on the job’s need for a 
superhuman efficiency, aware that “[t]he faster he goes, the longer he can stave off his 
inevitable robot replacement” (473–4). He encounters the same problem as Douglas, but is 
more serene in the acceptance that however hard one works, no benefit is likely to accrue. In 
each case, very similar problems are suggested: if any attempt to protect the environment—or, 
indeed, any deed at all—is recuperable by projects engendering ecological devastation, how 
can one resist? Is it possible to extricate oneself from these circuits, to avoid complicity or 
implication? What possibilities—perhaps unexpectedly productive possibilities, as in the 
negotiation with security culture—emerge from attempts to do so? 
This chapter will examine the workings of negotiations like these in contemporary U.S. 
literature, with an emphasis on the subcultural forms taken by contemporary U.S. anarchism. 
Alongside the various forms of political organisation and political action discussed in prior 




towards the possibility of life without work, and, to the greatest possible extent, without money. 
These practices, typically amounting to a partially or wholly nomadic lifestyle, I refer to as 
dropout culture, a phrase that derives its popularity from Timothy Leary’s 1960s mantra “turn 
on, tune in, drop out” (Leary 253) and which has, more recently and in varying forms, been 
taken up by U.S. anarchist groups including the CrimethInc. collective. Referring extensively 
but not exclusively to texts published by CrimethInc., I will examine the ways anarchist 
literature functions as a site for staging the political dilemmas and anxieties these phenomena 
pose for anarchists: like Douglas, each anarchist author or protagonist deals with the problem 
of living one’s ideals in a social terrain shaped by capitalism and the state. 
Reading first CrimethInc.’s Evasion (2003), I employ an approach informed by D. H. 
Lawrence’s and Gilles Deleuze’s work on American literature to consider what the text says 
and does not say about the above dilemmas: the ways its outward ebullience suggests the 
persistence of anxieties about the possibility of an anarchist life amidst American capitalism. 
Placing Evasion in the context of earlier (anarchist and non-anarchist) hobo narratives, I 
suggest the logic of the encounter as the particular formal quality they share. In the second half 
of the chapter I discuss the specific questions raised by narratives written by women—centrally 
CrimethInc.’s Off the Map (2003) and Chris Urquhart’s Dirty Kids (2017)—and turn to 
recurrent themes of dirt, waste and the inhuman in the anarchist aesthetic, and particularly the 
way issues of complicity or “parasitism” return in force through the question of dumpster 
diving. Bringing contemporary anarchist authors into dialogue with earlier accounts of 
American literature in Lawrence, George Orwell, Henry Miller, and Walt Whitman, I consider 
dumpster divers’ exhaustive accounts of their finds as formally continuous with earlier, 
multifarious attempts to understand history and politics as accretions of waste. The thread that 
connects Lawrence to Orwell and Miller, and in turn backwards to Whitman and forwards to 




each author utilises the form of the list as a means of comprehending both capitalist modernity 
and its excesses and waste materials. Having charted the terrain of these contemporary 
anarchist anxieties, in the last section of the chapter I focus on a final CrimethInc. narrative, 
the theoretical/fictional tract Expect Resistance (2008), in which the politics of exodus and 
escape is situated against the backdrop of overlapping sociopolitical crises, and which 
tentatively suggests a revolutionary exit strategy from the dropout impasse. 
 
CrimethInc., mobility and complicity 
Questions of whether it is better to try to “drop out” and play as small a part in capitalism as 
possible, or to stay in the thick of things and fight, recur throughout the history of anarchism 
(see McKinley, Portwood-Stacer). From the movement’s earliest days its adherents have 
debated the viability of anarchist colonies or intentional communities, clashed over the stance 
they might adopt towards subcultures and countercultures, and offered competing perspectives 
on whether aspiring to revolution remains viable or whether, in place of dreaming of that far-
off day, energies ought instead to be focused on living anarchism in the present. To the extent 
that anarchists have agreed that one is unavoidably caught in authoritarian and exploitative 
social relations, this has by no means foreclosed debate about precisely how one might 
minimise one’s complicity. 
 The problem of how far and in what ways to negotiate with capitalism’s structures and 
processes is especially complex as it relates to the publication and circulation of anarchist 
literature. Almost every author interviewed by Margaret Killjoy in Mythmakers & 
Lawbreakers: Anarchist Writers on Fiction (2009) describes their encounters with these 
problems; in the interviews, fears of hypocrisy—whether for making a profit from one’s words, 
for allowing others to make a profit off them, or just for writing books rather than taking some 




hedges when Killjoy asks him about his own anarchism: “I don’t hold much claim to being an 
anarchist myself. I have a day job. I own a lot of stuff (mostly books). I don’t hide my political 
opinions, but I’m not in the street protesting either” (87). The CrimethInc. spokesperson with 
whom Killjoy speaks similarly discusses the necessary evil of having to deal with book 
distribution companies in order to acquire ISBNs and get their books into libraries (68–9). AK 
Press, the foremost anarchist publisher today, likewise acknowledges that complicity with 
exploitation is unavoidable if books are to be produced: 
The paper that books are printed on, the building we work in, the packages we send and 
receive, the computers we use—all are the result of the exploited labor of the working 
class. Until we take power away from private economic tyrannies like corporations and 
investment groups, until we’re in control of our creative energies, almost every good or 
service we use or provide is administered by capitalism. (AK Press, qtd. in Portwood-
Stacer 36) 
Such paradoxes are manifestations of the more general problems of “complicity and 
compromise” discussed by Alexis Shotwell in Against Purity (2016). Shotwell’s emphasis is 
on the unavoidable imbrication in practices of domination and exploitation that structure life 
for all of us (at least) in the Global North today: we live on stolen land, we eat factory farmed 
meat and spray our lawns with pesticides, we fly, we eat products produced by slaves and 
sweatshop workers, and so on and so forth (6–7). Of course, we don’t all do all these things—
it is important not to forget that some are much guiltier than others—and yet even the most 
thoroughgoing off-grid dropout lifestyle will depend on the exploitation of other life in some 
form. 
Shotwell’s argument is not specific to anarchism, but clearly resonates with the ongoing 
debates within anarchist spaces glossed above. In these debates, especially factious in the 
United States since the 1990s, CrimethInc. has been a chief bugbear of critics of “lifestyle 
anarchism”, who see the group as proselytising for an individualistic anti-politics that 
undermines revolutionary struggle (see Donaghey 129–30 and Portwood-Stacer 136–41 for 




and at other times embraced it. Several CrimethInc. texts (some published anonymously and 
for the first time by the group, others written by other authors and reproduced as CrimethInc. 
zines) have been discussed in the preceding chapters; in this chapter I will focus attention on 
those works where questions of lifestylism and complicity, especially in relation to nomadism 
and mobility, come to the fore. Before doing so, though, it is necessary to give an overview of 
CrimethInc.’s thought and its role in contemporary U.S. anarchism. 
The group’s origins can be traced back to the Atlanta, Georgia punk scene, where 
CrimethInc. coalesced in the mid-1990s around the zine Inside Front. Since then it has 
contributed to the cultivation of a loose national community of “travelling kids” (or “dirty 
kids,” or sometimes “CrimethInc. kids”) and published a series of theoretical and narrative 
books, zines and periodicals, while maintaining a presence in the punk scene via its record 
label. As Alden Wood notes, CrimethInc.’s prolific textual production, and more recently its 
online publications in response to contemporary political events, have made it “one of the 
‘entry-points’ into contemporary North American anarchism for fledgling antiauthoritarians” 
(1). This gateway-drug status, Wood argues, has something to do with CrimethInc.’s 
“extremely defiant reclamation of the ‘political’ as personal” (3), which—far from a simple 
recapitulation of the tropes of 1960s radicalism and second-wave feminism—insists on 
speaking to the lived experience of the (typically young, white and middle-class) people they 
hope to enlist. 
 CrimethInc.’s distinctive anarchist variant, and the aesthetics of much of its textual 
production, owe a clear debt to the Situationist International (Jeppesen, “DIY Post-punk” 34–
6). In addition to mounting a critique of the contemporary workings of the integrated spectacle 
that situates culture as a central political battleground, and demanding the immediate freeing 
of the self and of desire (see A. Wood 20–23), CrimethInc. texts deploy textual strategies of 




worlds of high culture and high theory, as well as to history itself. CrimethInc. thus occupies a 
central position within those groupings, described by McKenzie Wark, who have built a 
political style of their own by “treat[ing] the Situationist International as common property ... 
[and] appropriat[ing] from it as they see fit” (50 Years 9). With no small amount of post-
Situationist mischief, CrimethInc. has offered various competing definitions of itself. Certain 
of these conceptions are both poetic and oriented toward an anarchist ethic of texts’ effects: for 
example the claim that “CrimethInc. is a web of desires, all unique to the individuals who feel 
them ... CrimethInc. ... is a means of interlocking these desires, of creating mutually beneficial 
relationships between people with different needs” (CrimethInc., Days 9, emphasis as original). 
In this account CrimethInc. figures as a means of forging alliances; yet elsewhere the 
possibility of such a propagandistic quality is flatly denied as CrimethInc. likens itself to the 
late-medieval Brethren of the Free Spirit, who, we learn, “declined to spend their lives selling 
their beliefs ... but rather concentrated on living them” (Days 43, emphasis as original). Myriad 
such statements coexist uneasily: CrimethInc. Worker Bulletins 47 & 74 (2007) refuses to 
resolve apparent aporias, suggesting instead that the reader and potential inductee “[b]e ready 
to claim responsibility for everything [CrimethInc.] has done, ever—especially in the case of 
tracts and actions that contradict each other” (2, emphasis as original)—thereby embracing the 
charges of hypocrisy that the broad use of a nom de plume may bring.23 
 
23 In truth, CrimethInc. is not one name but several: Days of War, Nights of Love (2001) is attributed to the 
CrimethInc. Workers’ Collective and published by the CrimethInc. Free Press; other publications have used the 
name CrimethInc. Ex-Workers’ Collective; yet others use CrimethInc. Ex-Workers’ Ex-Collective (see Jeppesen, 
“DIY Post-punk” 51 n. 5). In the bibliography I have attributed all works published under these various names, 
and anonymous CrimethInc. publications, simply to CrimethInc. 
 The name, of course, derives from Newspeak, the fictional constructed language of Oceania in George 
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), which the totalitarian state hopes will make certain ideas unthinkable. The 
verb form of the more common thoughtcrime, Orwell uses it only once in the novel proper but repeatedly in his 
appendix on Newspeak, where he explains: “All words grouping themselves round the concepts of liberty and 




 Yet it would be a mistake to see these conflicting self-definitions as a simple exercise 
in obfuscation, a necessary security culture precaution, or merely a playful effort to reintroduce 
a degree of mystery to anarchist politics. Over the course of its near-quarter-century existence 
“CrimethInc.” (the name) plainly has meant very different things, as CrimethInc. (the group) 
has reoriented and reconceived its political analysis and associated aesthetic forms. Whereas, 
as Sandra Jeppesen observes, the early CrimethInc., drawing on Hakim Bey’s work, was 
perhaps more interested in “anarchy” than anarchism (“DIY Post-punk” 39–40), CrimethInc. 
in the 2010s became more concerned with anarchist lineages and traditions, and more willing 
to pursue a détente with the left. As Jim Donaghey notes, works published since 2011 also 
engage in greater depth with questions of class, whereas earlier work tends to avoid the 
category altogether (127). At times these transformations and departures have taken the form 
of adaptations to a changed political climate: “Fighting in the New Terrain” (2010), for 
example, notes that in the wake of the 2008 crash the joy and subversive potential once found 
in unemployment can no longer be sustained, and, perhaps more troubling still, crisis-era 
governments’ voluntarism meant that “the state increasingly relies on the same do-it-yourself 
ethic that once animated the punk underground” (§4). Given CrimethInc.’s long-stated aversion 
to doctrine and dogma, as well as its unexpectedly long history, it should come as no surprise 
that its perspectives have shifted over time. And it should also be noted that a discernible impish 
humour nonetheless runs through CrimethInc.’s work from its beginnings to the present: “Steal 
Something from Work Day” continues to be celebrated on an annual basis (in 2020, posing the 
question “How Do We Steal from Work in a Pandemic?”), even while CrimethInc.’s politics 
have moved well past a belief in the transformative potential of shoplifting. 
 Days of War, Nights of Love: Crimethink for Beginners (2001), CrimethInc.’s most 
widely-read book-length text, and one of the best-known works of the early period, is a 




introduces some of their themes. One topic around which the heterodiscursive Days of War 
advances a singular perspective is that of the necessity of some form of escape. An introductory 
passage interrogates the reader: “How are you affected by being moved around in prescribed 
paths, in elevators, buses, subways, escalators, on highways and sidewalks ... instead of 
wandering, roaming freely and spontaneously?” (2). In highlighting the restraints and 
circumscriptions that shape everyday life, the text returns repeatedly to movement as a form of 
activity that could, and ought to, be otherwise: “cars, buses, subways, trains, airplanes—all 
keep us locked onto fixed tracks ... Locked onto our tracks, we can’t imagine truly free travel, 
voyages of discovery that would bring us into direct contact with brand new people and things 
at every turn” (208, emphasis as original). Liberation, the book suggests, might be as simple 
as “escap[ing] from the forests of steel into the lush, green ones that linger, atavistic, in our 
fantasies” (97). These passages point to the central problematic of this chapter and a major 
theme of the CrimethInc. mythos—the possibility, and meanings, of “dropping out,” which 
CrimethInc. elsewhere insist does not entail simply “leaving school or quitting a job”, but rather 
“means refusing to play our parts, removing ourselves from the circuitry and reclaiming our 
lives” (“Dropping Out” 14, 12). 
 Having theorised the subversiveness of mobility and the necessity of escape from the 
integrated spectacle, Days of War’s engagement with strategy and tactics clearly comes up 
against the indissoluble problems outlined above: to what extent is it possible to meaningfully 
drop out of all-pervasive structures of power? How can one envision systemic change without 
the degree of complicity with the spectacle that activism seems to demand? Is it even possible, 
in such a world, to envision a freedom that’s worthy of the name? CrimethInc.’s origins in the 
punk scene have no doubt led to heightened awareness of questions around “selling out” and 
the commodification of a DIY ethic (see Jeppesen, “DIY Post-punk” 28–9; S. Thompson 81–




name—with the suffix “Inc.” self-mockingly suggesting a corporate entity—downwards. Days 
of War concludes that “[t]oday it is impossible to avoid hypocrisy in any struggle against the 
status quo” (127). Though we may want to abolish work we must work if we don’t want to 
starve; though we may disavow property we must pay rent if we don’t want to freeze; even if 
one successfully escapes from work and rent one is still caught up in the system to the extent 
one depends on its waste and excess. For CrimethInc., however, hypocrisy is only a problem 
if one remains bound by “dogmatic, ideological thinking ... [which] insists that the individual 
must be loyal to one set of rules and only one, rather than doing what is appropriate for her 
needs in a particular situation” (Days 129–30, emphasis as original). The hypocrisy problem is 
thus transformed into a meta-ethical dilemma, in which it reveals the necessity of collapsing 
systems of fixed values into a more truly anarchist ethics—an immanent ethics, without 
recourse to transcendent ideals, of the sort described by Elizabeth Vasileva; one that “allows 
for the unfolding of complex phenomena in ways that allow us to better understand and 
approach them” (“Immanent Ethics” 115). 
 
Dropout life and the American demon: CrimethInc.’s Evasion 
Days of War’s call for “voyages of discovery that would bring us into direct contact with brand 
new people and things at every turn” (208) could sum up Evasion (2003), one of CrimethInc.’s 
handful of narrative works, and the text that encapsulates both what is most distinctive about 
CrimethInc.’s early politics and what, to many readers, is most infuriating. Originally published 
in zine form, then by CrimethInc. as a book, it comprises a brief prologue and five chapters in 
which the anonymous narrator—a white, male, middle-class dropout in his early 20s—
describes his adventures across the United States hitchhiking, train-hopping, shoplifting, 
scamming and dumpster diving. The book is characterised throughout by what Johanna 




joy and freedom in off-grid itinerancy, its narrator goes to great lengths to convince the reader 
he is living the most thrilling life possible, at the greatest possible distance from the mundane 
straight world. 
In a similar vein to the black bloc texts discussed in the previous chapter, which 
describe riots in terms of danger, thrill and euphoria, Evasion finds the riskier aspects of the 
dropout life to be the most appealing. Finding himself with no obstructions to hopping a freight 
train, the narrator thinks if you “take away the risk of hopping trains, the danger, ... so goes the 
fun” (16). Even eviction from one’s temporary accommodation on a rooftop or in a doorway 
is exhilarating: “when that warm touch from an angry property owner at 6 a.m. loses 
enchantment—check my pulse!” (92). Picked up while hitchhiking by a couple en route to a 
casino who ask if he gambles, the narrator thinks “Gamble? Not for money. I gambled with my 
life, friendships, my legal status, and my future. All that I valued ... not money” (29). Which is 
to say, gambling for mere cash, which the narrator knows he can do without, would be no 
excitement at all compared to the risks of the lifestyle. Elsewhere, the idea that homelessness 
could be a source of distress is met with incredulity: when an acquaintance asks how he 
“cope[s] with life on ‘the streets’”, the narrator thinks “Hahahaha! ... Yes, I fall asleep each 
night to the sound of my sobs, soaking the sleeping bag with my tears ... Free food, high 
adventure, freedom to do whatever I want, no job ... It’s all part of life in da school of hard 
knocks!” (234–5). 
Needless to say, this exaggerated bafflement is far from generalisable or even 
politically useful in a minimal sense—shoplifters, dumpster divers and squatters who are not 
white, not middle-class and not homeless on purpose would surely find themselves more 
dependent on state services and more proximate to state violence. As Nicholas Jon Crane 
observes, Evasion’s narrator nowhere shows awareness of the “race and class privileges that 




boundaries of legality” (361). Ashen Ruins’ critique is still more combative: “[t]hanks to 
CrimethInc., drop-out, white privilege, middle-class, poverty-fetishizing road festival 
vacations masquerade as revolutionary strategy as almost all references to class and race are 
stripped away” (§3). In some sense, CrimethInc.’s proposals for a practice of freedom 
constitute an attempt to claim for white middle-class anarchists some of the authenticity of 
experience, and thus of insight, traditionally ascribed to the marginalised; by becoming 
homeless on purpose, they hope not only to live more freely but also to arrive at the secret 
knowledge often imagined to reside in society’s underdogs (especially, indeed, in nomadic 
peoples)—imagined not least by the anarchist movement which, as George Woodcock 
observes, has “tended to welcome as natural rebels the déclassé elements ... that shadowy world 
where rebellion merges into criminality” (Anarchism 24). These arguments raise questions to 
which I will shortly return. 
First, however, it is worth asking: what is the literary inheritance of Evasion? Jeppesen 
suggests it belongs to a body of anarchist cultural depictions of “the vagabond, the tramp and 
the hobo” (“Becoming Anarchist” 197), whereas Isaacson finds a precedent “in the tradition of 
depression-era hobo picaresque writings” (100) such as Ben Reitman’s Sister of the Road 
(1937) and Woody Guthrie’s Bound for Glory (1943). Jesse Cohn similarly seeks to situate 
Evasion as part of a global tradition of anarchist road stories (Underground Passages 177); 
while Jeff Ferrell reads it as an update on Jack Kerouac and Jean Genet (Review 244). Such 
readings are perceptive, but do not offer much more than an explication of Evasion’s explicit 
subject matter; a more critical reading, in light of the themes of complicity and hypocrisy 
suggested above, is possible. To better understand Evasion’s literary quality, and, in particular, 
its place within a specifically North American literary tradition, we may turn to the conjunction 
of two theorists of the particularity of American literature: D. H. Lawrence and Gilles Deleuze. 




fallen out of favour in American Studies in recent decades as critical attention has turned to 
transnational processes and to the destabilisation of the American canon (“Studies” 44–5). The 
New American Studies, Jenkins suggests, has tended to see Lawrence’s book as a regrettable 
effort at canon-formation, one complicit in American exceptionalism by virtue of its keenness 
to use literature to delineate the features of an “American character” (“Studies” 45). Yet without 
wishing to deny its pitfalls and eccentricities, it is my contention that an anarchist approach to 
American Studies—or, for that matter, an American Studies approach to anarchism—cannot 
avoid an engagement with Lawrence’s work. 
Introducing his subject matter, which runs from Crèvecœur and Benjamin Franklin to 
Whitman and Melville, Lawrence declares the commonplace idea that people came to America 
in search of freedom to be a myth, as evidenced by the comparative liberality of England in 
1700 and the relative authoritarianism of Puritan America (9).24 Rather than pursuing freedom, 
Lawrence proposes, the first Americans “came largely to get away ... away from themselves. 
Away from everything” (9, emphasis as original). This compulsive movement comes to be 
conjoined, as Lawrence suggests first in his essay on James Fenimore Cooper, with something 
new, “the daimon, or demon, of America” (41). This is the profound angst and unsettlement 
evinced in American literature, especially that of the nineteenth century, around colonialism 
and the question of Native Americans, who haunt the settler consciousness. The memory of 
displacement and genocide, and the sense of the unjustness of one’s claim to the land beneath 
one’s feet, pursue the white American, all the more so as the “Red Indian” (to use Lawrence’s 
term) continues to disappear, both literally and in the sense of their absorption into white 
culture. Still suppressed in Lawrence’s time, “the demon of the place and the unappeased 
ghosts of the dead Indians act within the unconscious or under-conscious soul of the white 
 
24 Studies in Classic American Literature was first published as a series of articles in The English Review in 1918 





American, causing the great American grouch, the Orestes-like frenzy of restlessness in the 
Yankee soul, the inner malaise which amounts almost to madness” (41). The result is that 
“America is tense with latent violence and resistance” (56), and American literature is 
subtended by an “inner diabolism” at odds with its outwardly childish appearance (89). 
Lawrence, whose critique of Freudian psychoanalysis centred on its emphasis on the 
mind at the expense of the body (see Becket 220), reiterates in Studies that what he describes 
is not solely a mental phenomenon but also a viscerally embodied one. He insists in the 
introduction: “There is a ‘different’ feeling in the old American classics. It is the shifting over 
from the old psyche to something new, a displacement. And displacements hurt. This hurts” 
(7–8). In the discussion of Cooper he repeats himself: “When you are actually in America, 
America hurts, because it has a powerful disintegrative effect on the white psyche” (56, 
emphasis as original). This psychosomatic quality of the American experience is connected to 
Lawrence’s additional, perhaps deeper, divergence from Freud on the question of aetiology. 
To the extent that Studies is a work of psychoanalytic criticism (a categorisation which, as 
Fiona Becket [223] reminds us, Lawrence would have rejected), its fundamental presupposition 
is that neuroses have socioeconomic roots and are specific to certain forms of social 
organisation.25 For Lawrence it is not only the American context of colonialism that is 
traumatogenic but also industrial civilisation per se, which in the United States has the function 
of rationalising subjectivities and smoothing over their suppressed violence. In the society of 
the “[t]elephone, tinned meat, Charlie Chaplin, water-taps, and World-Salvation” (3), one is of 
necessity alienated. In the wake of this critique, Lawrence nonetheless finds that American 
literature also contains the germ of something worth escaping to. Ruminating on Cooper’s 
vision of abiding homosocial brotherhood between the white man and his Native companion 
 
25 When evaluating the psychoanalytic aspects of Studies, however, it is worth offering the caveat, as Becket 
repeatedly does, that Lawrence was not so much responding to any recognisable version of Freud as to an 




in the Leatherstocking Tales (1823–41), he envisions that “one day America will be as beautiful 
in actuality as it is in Cooper. Not yet, however. When the factories have fallen down again” 
(56). Cooper’s depiction, in his tales of Natty Bumppo, of both the landscape and the 
relationships it affords point for Lawrence to a genuine utopian sentiment contained within the 
American mindset. Natty and Chingachgook’s love, Lawrence suggests, “is the new great 
thing, the clue, the inception of a new humanity” (65). 
Yet, as Jenkins notes, Studies has had a mixed reception at best in recent decades 
(“Studies” 44–5). For Russell Reising, for example, writing in the 1980s, Lawrence’s emphasis 
on the internal conflict within the author occludes necessary consideration of texts’ social 
contexts (166). Kate Millett’s incisive denunciation, in Sexual Politics (1970), of Lawrence’s 
incipiently masculinist model of sexual liberation (237–93) also remains influential (see also 
L. R. Williams). More recently and with a somewhat different frame of reference, Paul Giles 
has argued that the United States figures in Lawrence’s work as “a primitivist alternative to the 
desiccated vistas of industrial England” (179), which for Giles is connected to an incipient 
fascism in Lawrence’s outlook, borne out by his political views articulated in the interwar 
years, not least his rejection of class politics and his support for eugenics (176–8). Simon 
Casey, however, draws the opposing conclusion in his own study of Lawrence, which identifies 
him not with fascism but with anarchism. Casey offers a number of important caveats: 
Lawrence seems to never have explicitly engaged with anarchism as a movement or a body of 
thought, he sometimes used the term pejoratively, and the anarchists in his fiction are dynamite-
throwing stereotypes; as such, Casey avers, one ought to look for “general tendencies and 
dominant trends in his work” rather than labelling him an anarchist or anything else (3–4). 
Nonetheless, Casey highlights certain striking continuities between Lawrence’s ideas and 
anarchist thought: an emphasis on spontaneity; a hostility to the state; a belief in 




Studies in Classic American Literature is only scantly discussed by Casey, but the anarchic 
qualities of its outlook are clear throughout, tempered by the reactionary sentiments to which 
Giles draws attention. Lawrence’s contention that American industrialism must “have fallen 
down again” for Americans to be free (56) can be read in this vein, as can his description of 
Cooper’s narratives as “the new great thing” (65), but most compelling may be Lawrence’s 
reading of Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s Two Years Before the Mast (1840). Lawrence interprets 
Dana’s novel as a veneration of the primal forces, of the Earth and the self, that are threatened 
by industrial civilisation and the alienation from nature it inculcates: 
Dana ... knows what the sea is. He knows what the Cape Horn is. He knows what work 
is, work before the mast.... Beautifully the sailing-ship nodalizes the forces of sea and 
wind, converting them to her purpose. There is no violation, as in a steam-ship, only a 
winged centrality. It is this perfect adjusting of ourselves to the elements, the perfect 
equipoise between them and us, which gives us a great part of our life-joy. The more 
intensely we intervene machinery between us and the naked forces the more we numb 
and atrophy our own senses. Every time we turn on a tap to have water, every time we 
turn a handle to have a fire or light, we deny ourselves and annul our being. The great 
elements, the earth, air, fire, water, are there like some great mistress whom we woo 
and struggle with, whom we heave and wrestle with. (Studies 133–4) 
This is, frankly, a very different sort of quasi-anarchism from that related by Casey: far from a 
simple receptiveness to decentralisation, a fear of mass politics and suspicion of state 
intervention—all highlighted by Casey as features of a Lawrentian anarchism but all, it must 
be said, not incompatible with liberalism—this is a thoroughgoing critique of all existing social 
arrangements, an anti-civilisation anarchism grounded in the anomie of the postwar wasteland. 
The modern state is no doubt one component of the mediating “machinery” against which 
Lawrence rails, as is capitalism, but the root is something both historically and ontologically 
prior. Whether an anarchism worthy of the name can ultimately be rescued from the incipiently 
reactionary aspects of Lawrence’s thought is less clear, however: he plainly cannot chart a path 
out of masculinist assumptions, identifying the machine specifically as an emasculating force 
and nature as a feminine domain to be conquered (this problem, and Millett’s discussion 




human from the artificial and machinic must be drawn somewhere—in the passage on Dana, 
for example, between the good sailing ship and the bad steamship—and in making such a 
demarcation, Lawrence is not able to cast overboard the assumptions of his age. 
 There is another anarchist component in Studies that cannot be so easily dismissed, 
however. This is the book’s emphasis on the memory and spectre of racial conflict in white 
American authors’ work, which is also the key to its continuing utility. While, as Jenkins 
observes, the New Americanists’ neglect of Lawrence was due in part to their sense of the 
necessity of dislodging the emphasis on a small group of dead white male authors that 
Lawrence helped to initiate (“Studies” 45), this has come at the cost of obscuring an 
attentiveness to race and racism in Lawrence that the subsequent critics who took up his mantle 
tend to lack. It is, Jenkins notes, “remarkable that Studies should be not only a key document 
in the modern criticism of American literature but also one that situates the Native American 
at the center of the national imaginary” (American 36). Jenkins argues that Studies has been 
inappropriately conflated with later work—by Charles Feidelson, Leslie Fiedler and R. W. B. 
Lewis among others—that bears its influence (“Studies” 45); this conflation is additionally 
unfortunate to the extent that it obscures this aspect of Lawrence’s own ideas. It is Lawrence’s 
figure of the guilty white author, shaped by a profound unease about the whole American 
enterprise, that resonates in the present moment (one which is also, as I have suggested in the 
introduction to this thesis, an ambivalent sort of anarchist moment). It is true, of course, that 
Lawrence’s conception of Native American life is painted in unduly broad strokes that call to 
mind the pernicious ideology of the “noble savage,” or its especially insidious American 
variant, the figure of the “vanishing Indian,” both of which take for granted the obliteration of 
indigenous lifeways even as they deem it regrettable (Jenkins, American 36; see also Giles 
179–80). Yet Lawrence’s variant on these myths can also be read as a gesture of solidarity 




to steadfast opposition to the ideology of progress, and a worldview in which the destruction 
of Native American life was only a tragedy and never a regrettable necessity. At a time when 
discussions of the United States’ reluctance or inability to grapple with histories of racism and 
their relation to present-day white supremacy, from reparations to mass incarceration, from 
Confederate monuments to the ascendant state-sponsored far right, have become central 
political issues, a Lawrentian approach to American literature is at least worthy of 
reconsideration. 
 A central part of any such reconsideration must be an exploration of Deleuze’s 
engagement with American literature, which arrives at an account of its subject’s motivating 
force that very closely echoes (and is clearly influenced by) that of Lawrence. Crucially, as 
Michelle Renae Koerner argues, in a Deleuzian register, “‘American literature’ names a 
category that is irreducible to a national literary tradition” (4). Reading Lawrence through 
Deleuze can, among other things, thus allow us to break entirely from a lingering sense that 
any kind of canon formation may be what’s at stake. Indeed, in Deleuze’s writing, Lawrence 
is put to wholly different uses from those of Fiedler and his other heirs. In Dialogues II 
(1977/1987), Deleuze and Claire Parnet describe how 
Anglo-American literature constantly shows these ruptures, these characters who create 
their line of flight, who create through a line of flight. Thomas Hardy, Melville, 
Stevenson, Virginia Woolf, Thomas Wolfe, Lawrence, Fitzgerald, Miller, Kerouac.... 
American literature operates according to geographical lines: the flight towards the 
West, the discovery that the true East is in the West, the sense of the frontiers as 
something to cross, to push back, to go beyond. (36–7)26 
Though their nominal focus is on Anglo-American literature, the references in this passage are 
primarily to American authors and the argument is clearly continuous with points made 
elsewhere in Deleuze’s work on American literature specifically; notably, Hardy, the British 
 
26 Each of the chapters in Dialogues is in two parts, but only in the first chapter are the parts signed with Deleuze 
and Parnet’s initials respectively. “On the Superiority of Anglo-American Literature”, the chapter I quote from 




author to whom Deleuze and Parnet devote most attention, is also acknowledged as a sort of 
honorary American in Lawrence’s discussion of Dana (Studies 119). Unlike French literature 
and thought, which for Deleuze is too in thrall to history and thus incapable of becoming in the 
Deleuzian sense, (Anglo-)American literature is always pursuing connections with its outside 
(Deleuze and Parnet 37). This is an ambivalent quality, to be sure: one cannot know for certain, 
when embarking, that one won’t reterritorialise or reconstitute what one tries to flee (Deleuze 
and Parnet 39–40; Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus 317–8). Nonetheless, Deleuze and 
Parnet insist “[t]he great and only error lies in thinking that a line of flight consists in fleeing 
from life; the flight into the imaginary, or into art. On the contrary, to flee is to produce the 
real, to create life, to find a weapon” (49). The suggestion that flight is the only way to really 
live is one with which the author of Evasion would no doubt agree. Deleuze and Parnet envisage 
a generative restlessness in American literature which always opens outward; a narrative 
orientation toward departure and exodus that does not forgo the militancy implied by George 
Jackson’s declaration “[i]t may be that I am fleeing, but throughout my flight, I am searching 
for a weapon” (qtd. in Deleuze and Parnet 36). 
Dialogues contains Deleuze’s most sustained examination of American literature, but 
the theme is also taken up in Anti-Oedipus, where Deleuze and Guattari speak of “[s]trange 
Anglo-American literature: from Thomas Hardy, from D. H. Lawrence to Malcolm Lowry, 
from Henry Miller to Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac, men who know how to leave, to 
scramble the codes, to cause flows to circulate” (158); and in A Thousand Plateaus, where they 
assert: “everything important that has happened or is happening takes the route of the American 
rhizome: the beatniks, the underground, bands and gangs, successive lateral offshoots in 
immediate connection with an outside” (19–20). Yet the ambivalence that is suggested in 
Dialogues is foregrounded in the discussion of the risk of negative deterritorialisation in Anti-




process, they never cease failing to do so” (158), as the oedipal and fascism reassert themselves. 
Returning later to Kerouac and his “dreams of a Great America”, they ask “[i]sn’t the destiny 
of American literature that of crossing limits and frontiers, causing deterritorialized flows of 
desire to circulate, but also always making these flows transport fascisizing, moralizing, 
Puritan, and familialist territorialities?” (318). 
 Deleuze does many things by taking up Lawrence: he brings twentieth-century authors 
into the orbit of a Lawrentian reading, he brings to bear the implications of his and Guattari’s 
more developed critique of psychoanalysis on American texts, and he reframes Lawrence’s 
central ambivalence less in terms of the author’s unconscious and more in terms of the relations 
of power which structure textual becomings. As Koerner recounts, Deleuze was able to reframe 
Lawrence’s contention “that the aim of literature is ‘to leave’” in terms of his own “line of 
flight;” to rework Lawrence’s conception of literature as “subversion through artifice” in terms 
of his own “subterfuge”; and to productively turn Lawrence’s sense that there was “something 
new” in American literature into his own account of “untimeliness” (52–4). Yet what is notable 
by its absence from Koerner’s analysis is Lawrence and Deleuze’s shared, though differently 
apprehended, concept of an American demon, a haunting or a persistent troubling presence that 
keeps American authors on the move. As we have seen, this term recurs throughout Lawrence’s 
discussion of the unconscious American anxiety stemming from the loss of Native American 
life and the persistence of a distinct indigenous culture. 
Demons, daimons and ghosts are also found elsewhere in Lawrence’s work, especially 
in his poetry. Pansies (1929) contains a poem titled “Be a Demon!” which exhorts the reader 
to abandon the search for a leader or saviour, listen to the “little fiend” inside oneself, and “be 
a demon / beyond the mass” (Complete Poems 563). The Whitmanesque, Whitman-invoking 
“The Evening Land”, published in Birds, Beasts and Flowers in the same year as Studies, 




lurking among the undergrowth / Of many-stemmed machines and chimneys that smoke like 
pine trees” (Complete Poems 293). In an unused foreword to his Collected Poems, published 
posthumously in 1936, Lawrence speaks at length about his own “demon,” or “ghost,” 
responsible for his most authentic poems (“Foreword” 65, 66). While Joseph Shafer argues that 
daimon, demon and ghost each has a specific meaning in Lawrence’s lexicon and ought not to 
be conflated (100–1), Studies seems to wilfully blur the categories in order to suggest the 
connections, specific to American literature, between the inspiration to write, the exhortation 
to move, and the sense of haunting. This conflation is apparent both in Lawrence’s discussion 
of a “daimon, or demon, of America” (Studies 41) and his proposed titles for the book: in 1922, 
preferring Studies in Classic American Literature as a subtitle, he was happy with either The 
American Demon or The American Daimon as an encapsulation of the work (Greenspan et al. 
li). 
Deleuze and Parnet find demons in American literature too: for their Anglo-American 
writers “everything is departure, becoming, passage, leap, daemon, relationship with the 
outside” (36). They continue: “There is something demoniacal or demonic in a line of flight. 
Demons are different from gods, because gods have fixed attributes, properties and functions, 
territories and codes: they have to do with rails, boundaries and surveys. What demons do is 
jump across intervals, and from one interval to another” (40). The Deleuzian demon is 
associated first and foremost with the line of flight (and so by extension with deterritorialisation 
and the rhizome); it is evident in attempts to break with present conditions, to escape, but is 
also, like George Jackson, associated with a readiness to fight. The demon is then an 
accomplice in efforts to evade authority and create new social relations, whether or not physical 
movement is involved. In Dialogues the demon is the tendency to set forth, light out, or leave 
home, whether for the frontier, for nature, or, as in Evasion, on a madcap cross-country 




gods reiterates the Mephistophelean guiding or motivating role of the demon suggested by 
Lawrence: like a god gone off the rails, the demon drives to the outside and the unquantifiable. 
Yet this is not for Deleuze, as it was for Lawrence, a haunting or a neurosis. The prospect of 
the demon surfacing, of having to come face to face with what has been done to the land and 
its people in the name of productivity and rationality, is lost in Deleuze. The negativity or 
ambivalence of the concept is instead displaced onto the risk of reterritorialisation or negative 
deterritorialisation: of lighting out in search of something entirely new and finding that you’ve 
instead remade what you were trying to destroy. 
 Evasion’s eternal chirpiness may seem to make it an unlikely candidate for a text 
displaying the workings of a haunted American exhortation to move. The possibility of a 
demonic relation to the nation is not so much suppressed, as in Lawrence’s reading, as actively 
denied by an author who insists that he is having the time of his life. Yet such a relation is 
suggested, initially, by the text’s frequent invocations of the American hobo narrative. Evasion 
is littered with citations of hobo literature: texts such as Davies’ Autobiography of a Super-
tramp, Guthrie’s Bound for Glory and Reitman’s Sister of the Road, which describe hitchhiking 
and train-hopping across early twentieth-century America, sometimes in pursuit of work, 
sometimes in avoidance of it. The narrator recalls resolving “to recreate every hobo book I’d 
read ... To lose myself in wistful reflection under bridges, land upright in daring dives from 
moving boxcars, always triumph over cops, eat unpaid-for merchandise, and savor it all ... I’d 
read many books on this subject. It was roughly about the time I read, oh, the first one, that I 
grabbed my walkman and decided to live it” (157, emphasis as original). By envisioning 
himself following in the footsteps of prior chroniclers of hobo life, Evasion’s author not only 
imbues his narrative with a certain romantic archaism, but also places it squarely in the tradition 




 In addition to its romantic reading of the hobo narrative, Evasion pursues a sort of 
mapping of the terrain of contemporary U.S. consumer capitalism as a space ripe for plunder 
and full of opportunities for illicit leisure. It is here that its particular spin on the Lawrentian 
American demon, updated to respond not so much to the foundational destructiveness of 
American nationhood as to ongoing forms of violence and exploitation, is most apparent. Close 
attention to the text shows that it is too simple to insist, as some of the critics of CrimethInc. 
cited above do, that the protagonist of Evasion fails to realise that his hedonism is founded on 
the exclusionary and oppressive structures that he purports to evade. In fact, a more careful 
reading of Evasion reveals the text as one permeated with anxieties about precisely this 
problem of complicity: the demon it tries in vain to deny is this problem of embeddedness and 
the impossibility of escape. One critic of CrimethInc., for example, argues that in their texts 
“[s]hoplifting, dumpster diving, quitting work are all put forward as revolutionary ways to live 
outside the system but amount to nothing more than a parasitic way of life which depends on 
capitalism without providing any real challenge” (W. n.p.). They are not necessarily wrong to 
reach this conclusion; what they miss, however, is that the texts’ anxious negotiations with 
precisely this problem are a central part of what makes them compelling. Evasion’s protagonist 
is gleefully amoral, mostly uninterested in observing either mainstream society’s mores or 
those of any subculture, yet, although his anxieties aren’t presented as moral absolutes, or 
worried over in unreflexive ways, they are nonetheless present. 
One form this takes is the slightly uneasy realisation that one’s dropout status renders 
one in thrall to the retailers from which one shoplifts and dumpster dives. “Huge supermarkets 
were as life-giving to me as the blood through my veins,” the narrator abruptly declares at one 
point, indicating the common ground occupied by the shoplifter and the consumer with regard 
to their source of sustenance (23). Later, he experiences a near-epiphany in a branch of Barnes 




the books, one feels for a moment that maybe, in this one small way, we have progressed. Like 
we’re paving over the planet, watering down the culture, killing billions of animals, 
dehumanizing the populace with dull jobs; but we make lots and lots of books” (251, emphasis 
as original). He even entertains the possibility that “[p]erhaps the Corporate Man was on our 
side, maybe the wasteful practices of the corporate machine were for us” (71, emphasis as 
original). This acknowledgement that multinational corporations are among the dumpster-
diving anarchist’s unlikely allies has its corollary in the narrator’s suggestion that, contrary to 
appearances, through the routines of his dropout lifestyle he may be a vital cog in the economic 
machine: “I kept the change from piling up in the fountain outside the big hotel. And I can say, 
as humbly as possible, my friends and I justified the existence of dozens of security guards in 
my town and the surrounding suburbs. Although criminals, we stand in full support of 
economic growth. Shoplifting means jobs!” (222–3, emphasis as original). 
 Of course, none of these declarations are to be taken entirely seriously. Yet there is here 
a kernel of truth in the idea that, for example, the sublime proliferation of literary matter in a 
chain bookshop provides some salve for environmental degradation and dehumanisation, that 
retailers’ need for artificial scarcity dovetails comfortably with dropouts’ need for free food, 
or that small-scale criminality is generative of a small-scale security industry boom. As Joshua 
Clover has asserted, there is a certain melancholy in the realisation “that capitalism has 
produced some of the most astonishing pleasures and beauties the world has ever known.... 
[But] it all has to go ... revolution will mean bidding farewell to all this” (“Causality” n.p.). As 
such these scattered half-jokes are worthy of note insofar as they evince the author’s continuing 
half-awareness that escaping from capitalism takes more than quitting your job. What other 
complicities might be alluded to here? Do these asides indicate an awareness of the ultimate 
insufficiency of the dropout route to liberation? The author of Evasion frequently purports to 




“a disconcerting detachment from romantic poverty” (33). Looking back, he views this 
behaviour as “an uncontrollable and guilty exercise of unwise spending habits—it was sheer 
reckless fiscal irresponsibility!” (36). This is not the only instance in which the author mimics 
the rhetoric of the (pre-Trump) U.S. right—that of “balanced budgets” and “small 
government”—in order both to mock it and to acknowledge its insidious influence. When a 
sympathetic waitress offers him free food, he accepts “[t]his was, of course, a criminal gratuity 
providing no incentive for a shiftless, unemployed social leech to better himself and rise above 
dependence on the labor of others” (40). Later still, he wonders whether he suffers from “an 
everlasting dependence on ‘someone else’s’ house, ‘someone else’s’ everything ... I drank 
‘their’ juice on ‘their’ newspaper boxes outside ‘their supermarkets’ ... a dangerous approach 
entirely dependent on the labor of others” (148). These passages are, curiously, among the 
handful of moments when Evasion gestures toward the domain of politics proper—the repeated 
refrain of “dependence on the labor of others” seems to anticipate the absurdity of such a claim 
when made by the right, and the obvious necessity of turning the claim around to observe that 
it is in fact the ruling class who depend on others’ labour. 
 Elsewhere the narrator performs a series of U-turns on ethical issues around dumpster 
diving and shoplifting. Having failed to sell 30 boxes of dumpstered candy (slashed with a box-
cutter before being disposed of to prevent resale), he takes his defeat as a “lesson learned—
‘sustenance not profit’” (72). Then, immediately: “That’s actually not at all true, selling 
dumpster wares is great supplemental income. Never mind what I said before” (72). Later, after 
a spate of thefts carried out with a group of friends, one poses a question: “What has become 
of us?! ... of our anti-consumerist ethic? ... Are we opposed to over-consumption because we’re 
too poor to over-consume?! ... Do we resist the corporations because we can’t afford what 
they’re selling?!” (87). Looking at his collection of CD players and new breadmaker, the 




heedless addiction to a bold new level, we went to Barnes & Noble, picked up a stack of coffee 
table books, and ran out the front door!” (87). Then, having stolen a watch and realised both 
that its leather strap is irreconcilable with his veganism and that he seldom has a reason to care 
about the time, he has to perform a “reverse shoplift” and asks himself: “Had I learned my 
lesson? Possibly. Would I renew my heartfelt commitment to ‘survival only’ theft? Of course. 
And one week later, I’d take it all back” (97). 
Through the repetition of this double move, first committing to a more consciously 
ethical praxis then deciding against it, Evasion navigates ethical problems fundamental to 
dropout culture and consumer culture, and in so doing demonstrates the extent to which the 
former remains wrapped up in the latter. In his negotiations with the question of hypocrisy, the 
author traces the contours of a contemporary American demon, in which the source of neurosis 
is not the American original sin described by Lawrence but Americans’ dependence—
normative or furtive—on an endless banal terrain of supermarkets, chain bookstores, interstate 
highways, expensive hotels, vending machines, freight trains and the “Corporate Man”, and 
the degradation of human and non-human life which is this terrain’s substrate. Lawrence’s 
lament over “[t]elephone[s], tinned meat, Charlie Chaplin, water-taps, and World-Salvation” 
(3) is supplanted and intensified by each new source of alienation. Evasion’s author 
undoubtedly “know[s] how to leave” (Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus 158), but the brick 
wall he hits when doing so is not precisely akin to the “fascisizing, moralizing, Puritan, and 
familialist territorialities” Deleuze and Guattari identify (Anti-Oedipus 318): instead, it is the 
ultimate inescapability of the consumer-capitalist landscape and the pre-emptive foreclosure 
or recuperation of any avenues of escape. CrimethInc., then, is described by its critics as 
foolishly imagining that pristine spaces outside of capitalism’s influence can be constructed, 
or as quixotically suggesting that individuals can experience liberation while others remain 




throughout, of the ways in which complicity with the status quo is unavoidable for any attempt 
at resistance or escape, through its repeated anxious negotiation of issues around the ethics of 
surviving off the waste and excess of a consumer society. Far from feigning to describe a 
strategy for making a clean break from capitalism, Evasion is a document of the attendant 
complexities and complicities that must be negotiated in order to attempt to live with anarchist 
principles in such a world. It is simultaneously an over-the-top, polemical, logorrheic and 
wilfully obtuse text, and one attuned to the difficulties, complexities and complicities of 
anarchist politics—and indeed of everyday life—in the twenty-first century. 
 
Evasion, the encounter and the nation 
The hobo narrative, as Lars Eighner, author of Travels with Lizbeth (1993) knows, is not much 
of a narrative at all. In his account of homelessness in Austin, Texas, and successive hitchhiked 
journeys to and from Los Angeles, in the company of his titular canine companion, Eighner 
remarks: “A homeless life has no storyline. It is a pointless circular rambling about the stage 
that can be brought to happy conclusion only by a deus ex machina” (102). This aimlessness 
is a feature common to most other similar narratives. The hero(in)es of Guthrie’s Bound for 
Glory, Davies’ Autobiography of a Super-tramp, and Reitman’s Sister of the Road are all 
similarly nowhere bound. And while Evasion’s exuberance contrasts with Eighner’s refusal to 
impute any subversive potential to homelessness, they are united in the aversion to “storyline” 
that causes the former to declare homeless life non-narratable—an aversion which troubles the 
possibility of literary representation, yet out of which representations emerge nonetheless. 
Hobo narratives, in Eighner’s account, are not about getting anywhere, but simply about the 
journey itself and the encounters along the way. This logic of the encounter replaces 
conventional narrative in these texts: their narrators, going nowhere in particular, nonetheless 




Adopting this mode, Evasion relishes the chance encounter and relates a succession of 
eccentric characters met while hitchhiking cross-country. In Evasion the people who stop to 
give the narrator lifts include, in the space of a few pages, the possible neo-nazi who cryptically 
tells the protagonist “our storm is brewing in Idaho” (17); the young woman who warns the 
narrator that he might be mistaken for a member of a Montana street gang due to his Chain of 
Strength t-shirt (18); the “overprotective insurance salesman” who insists that venturing too 
near the Bighorn County Indian Reservation “would mean certain death” (18); and the “jovial 
and obnoxious Latino man” who talks about “his truck ... [and] his distrust of women—both 
popular themes of conversation with drivers in rural America” (20). The remainder of the 
chapter describes befriending “the rockinist girl in the high plains”, who tells him about Native 
American culture as they pass through South Dakota (21); a firefighter working security at the 
Sturgis Biker Rally (22–3); the aforementioned casino-bound couple (29); and the angelic 
Madonna fan who the author adds to his “medium-sized list of hitchhiking crushes” (36). The 
protagonist sees himself taking on as many positions as there are characters encountered: “As 
hitchhikers, we play the role of actor, ego stroker, counselor, etc.” (14). His other function, of 
course, is that of narrator, in which capacity he relays the particular sense of the nation one 
achieves through these meetings. 
 Several of the hobo narratives identified above as precursors to Evasion similarly 
describe encounters with eccentric individuals as an alternative to narrative or plot 
development and a reflection of the aimlessness of the lives they describe. Eighner describes 
characters including Dallas Matsen, who’s gone off-grid and lives by shoplifting alone (28–
42); a crazed sports car driver who insists on driving with his bonnet under the back bumpers 
of trucks (84); and a man who, before letting Lars in his car, earnestly inquires whether he is a 
serial killer and seems genuinely relieved when Lars assures him he is not (258–9). Further 




Malatesta (31–2); a colourful array of pretenders to the throne of king or queen of the hoboes 
(58–65); and a street sociologist who serves as Reitman’s own surrogate (47). Davies, in the 
course of his Autobiography, meets Blackey, a transatlantic cattleman who recounts how his 
last colleague, who he “always thought ... a queer man”, had turned out to be a woman in drag 
(86–7); two fellows who each day sit down in their London boarding house to castigate the 
House of Lords (186); and a pair of short-sighted gamblers who share a single pair of spectacles 
between them (187). Guthrie, for his part, travels by boxcar with “Cripple Whitey, th’ Fight 
Spotter” who claims to be able to “spot a fist fight on the streets three blocks before I come to 
it” (16); inadvisably accepts a ride with three young men in a stolen car, who steal his 
paintbrushes too (192–5); and meets a man whose grift is calling randomly-selected numbers 
from the phone book, telling whoever picks up that their roof is collapsing, then offering to fix 
it for $200 (256–7). 
Elsewhere in Bound for Glory, Guthrie tries to encapsulate the whole of America in a 
single lyrical outburst: in the rhapsodic culmination of a description of Los Angeles’ Skid Row, 
which he is visiting with Cisco Houston, he lists: 
Movie people, hoss wranglers, dead enders, stew bums; stealers, dealers, sidewalk 
spielers; con men, sly flies, flat foots, reefer riders; dopers, smokers, boiler stokers; 
sailors, whalers, bar flies, brass railers; spittoon tuners, fruit-tree pruners; cobbers, 
spiders, three-way riders; honest people, fakes, vamps and bleeders; saviors, saved and 
side-street singers; whore-house hunters, door-bell ringers; footloosers, rod riders, 
caboosers, outsiders; honky tonk and whiskey setters, tight-wads, spendthrifts, race-
horse betters; blackmailers, gin soaks, comers, goers; good girls, bad girls, teasers, 
whores; buskers, corn huskers, dust bowlers, dust panners; waddlers, toddlers, dose 
packers, syph carriers; money men, honey men, sad men, funny men; ramblers, 
gamblers, highway anklers; cowards, brave guys, stools and snitches; nice people, 
bastards, sonsabitches; fair, square and honest folks; low, sneaking greedy people; and 
somewhere, in amongst all of these Skid Row skidders—Cisco and me sung for our 
chips. (255) 
The obvious precursor to this practice of the use of the list as a means of providing an expansive 
view of a nation—and the broader phenomenon, seen across these texts, of writing through 




(1855–92). Famously, Whitman enumerates and catalogues the contents of the American mass 
in order to proclaim his poetic voice capable of empathetically encompassing them all, from 
“quadroon girl ... sold at the auction-stand” to “[t]he President holding a cabinet council” (§15). 
Whitman’s poetic mode, as Deleuze describes it, catalogues “[t]he world as a collection of 
heterogeneous parts: an infinite patchwork, or an endless wall of dry stones” (Essays 57). The 
august line that follows the couplet in the epigraph to this chapter summarises Whitman’s 
aspiration for his oeuvre: “I am large, I contain multitudes” (§51). 
Of course, Whitman’s attempt to encapsulate the nation is highly selective, his vision 
of national space at times redolent of the logic of “Manifest Destiny,” and it is far from clear 
that his democratic overtures are ultimately separable from patriotism or even jingoism (see 
David Simpson 183–4). His attempt to list the contents of an all-encompassing and exhaustive 
“I” run into certain obvious problems: the white poet is plainly not “the hounded slave” and 
cannot empathise or speak for the enslaved person in the way he perhaps imagines he can. As 
Franco Moretti observes, “[t]he other does enter [‘Song of Myself’], to be sure, but like a 
ventriloquist’s doll” (67). Despite his debt to Whitman, Lawrence had previously made much 
the same critique, bemoaning his “lists of things boiled in one pudding-cloth” (Studies 174). 
From the perspective of an anarchist literary instrumentalism, Whitman’s attempt to encompass 
the nation in the text is not only reductive and self-aggrandising but also incipiently 
authoritarian: as Moretti suggests, Whitman’s “I contain multitudes” suggests not so much a 
willingness to “[i]nclude and shelter” as a desire to “rein in and control” (65). 
Evasion, and its forebears in the textual strategy of the encounter and the rattling-off of 
eccentrics, escape this critique, however, to the extent that they attempt not to represent the 
entire nation, much less to homogenise it under a Whitmanesque authorial authority, but rather 
to map a different terrain: that of the nation’s outcasts and excrescences; those who, in a variety 




an exclusive or elitist one: as has been noted, his contentious claim to “contain” spans classes, 
ethnoracial groups and regions; no one is, or is acknowledged to be, outside of his scope. Yet 
this is precisely the problem: whatever troubling, transgressive potential society’s outcasts may 
have is obscured, if not entirely blunted, by conjoining it to the powerful and reinscribing it as 
part of a national picture. Evasion, in this regard, has antecedents not only in Eighner, Davies, 
Guthrie and Reitman, but also, for example, in Allen Ginsberg’s Howl (1956), which relates 
the travails and misdeeds of a host of figures in the emergent Beat counter-culture; or in 
Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), which, in Tony Tanner’s reading, opens onto 
“[a]n America of the ‘disinherited’ ... —transients, squatters, drifters, exiles within the system, 
people existing in the invisible interstices of official society” (71). In Deleuze’s terms, these 
American writers construct a picture of a nation as “not exactly a people called upon to 
dominate the world” but rather as “a minor people, eternally minor, taken up in becoming-
revolution ... a bastard people, inferior, dominated, always in becoming, always incomplete” 
(Essays 4). Rather than taking up Whitman’s mantle in trying to do justice to the nation, 
Evasion, with its host of weirdos, paranoiacs and fundamentalists (not all anarchists, but 
certainly all dropouts of a kind), attempts the much more modest, more muted task of 
representing a substratum that never quite joins up with any hegemonic picture of America. 
 
“Whitman among the corpses”: An Orwellian interlude 
Debates over lifestyle anarchism or dropout culture as a literary phenomenon have an unlikely 
but fertile precursor in George Orwell’s “Inside the Whale” (1940), an intervention on politics 
and literature that takes Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer as its subject. Miller’s 
autobiographical novel, published in 1934 though widely banned and therefore hard to come 
by until the 1960s, delves into the literary demimonde of Depression-era Paris: its starving 




or a free lunch, their infrequent epiphanies and their sexual escapades. In Orwell’s appraisal 
(the structure of which, it will be noted, recalls Guthrie’s description of Skid Row and 
Lawrence’s account of the horrors of industrial modernity), Tropic of Cancer 
is a story of bug-ridden rooms in working-men’s hotels, of fights, drinking bouts, cheap 
brothels, Russian refugees, cadging, swindling, and temporary jobs.... [T]he cobbled 
alleys, the sour reek of refuse, the bistros with their greasy zinc counters and worn brick 
floors, the green waters of the Seine, the blue cloaks of the Republican Guard, the 
crumbling iron urinals, the peculiar sweetish smell of the Metro stations, the cigarettes 
that come to pieces, the pigeons in the Luxembourg Gardens ... (541) 
Tropic of Cancer was for Orwell, and no doubt for the British and American censors of the 
time, a mortifying examination of urban immiseration. It was not, however, legible to Orwell 
as a political intervention, despite its having been published at a time when the storm clouds 
of fascism were not so much looming as bounding over the horizon. For Orwell, this 
conjunction is something deeply ambivalent: first declaring that “a novelist who simply 
disregards the major public events of the moment is generally either a footler or a plain idiot” 
(542), later in the essay he tempers his tone significantly when he considers the contemporary 
alternative. The only way to be a properly political writer in the 1930s, it seems to Orwell, is 
to follow the model of the MacSpaunday group (Auden, MacNeice, Spender and Day-Lewis), 
whose political orientation was capital-C Communism, or really, in Orwell’s view, blind 
dedication to the Soviet Union divorced from anything approaching internationalism (561–
3).27 In a world where any kind of political commitment seems inevitably to result in stupefying 
obeisance, Orwell suspects there might be something recoverable in the approach of a writer 
like Miller who “gets right away from the ‘political animal’ and back to a viewpoint not only 
individualistic but completely passive—the viewpoint of a man who believes the world-process 
to be outside his control and who in any case hardly wishes to control it” (569). By retreating, 
 
27 In his lament over the MacSpaundays’ willingness to bend the knee to the prerogatives of Stalinism, Orwell 
echoes the anti-instrumentalist argument made by his friend Herbert Read in Poetry and Anarchism (1938), 




Jonah-like, into the whale (closely associated in Tropic of Cancer with the womb), Miller is 
not exactly ignoring political goings-on: he’s aware of the impending collapse, and in fact feels 
it as intensely as does Orwell—for whom “an age in which freedom of thought will be at first 
a deadly sin and later on a meaningless abstraction” seems around the corner (576)—but he 
does not feel the need to do anything about it. He is, Orwell proposes, “fiddling while Rome is 
burning, and, unlike the enormous majority of people who do this, fiddling with his face 
towards the flames” (570). Orwell is skittish about fully embracing such a stance, insisting only 
that it represents a question that must be posed. Yet “Inside the Whale” must ultimately be read 
as a defence of Miller: as Orwell concludes, the soldier in the trenches has no need of political 
writing, indeed is likely to prefer literature that takes its leave from politics, and in a context 
where the condition of being in the trenches seems generalised—wars being nothing more than 
periods when the ongoing crisis takes a more overt form—works like Miller’s are, for Orwell, 
a necessity (575). 
 While “Inside the Whale” has been widely discussed by scholars of Orwell and 
modernism, it’s seldom read as an anarchist intervention. This is in part because the centrality 
of Miller to Orwell’s argument is itself elided: to read E. P. Thompson’s rebuke “Outside the 
Whale” (1960), for example, one could be forgiven for missing that Miller even figures in an 
essay by which, Thompson laments, “the aspirations of a generation were buried” (227); the 
quietism that Thompson identifies as Orwell’s major theme and major failing is identified as 
Orwell’s own rather than a mantle he ambivalently, even reluctantly, takes up from Miller. The 
failure to read “Inside the Whale” for its anarchist resonances is regrettable, given Miller’s 
more-or-less unequivocal anarchist views and the affinity, sometimes marked with animus, that 
Orwell had for anarchism and anarchists.28 As James Gifford, a rare exception to this tendency, 
 
28 Orwell at one point considered himself a “Tory Anarchist”, regretted not joining the anarchist militia in the 
Spanish Civil War, and—after sharply diverging from the British anarchists on the question of participation in 




explains, Miller never explicitly described himself as an anarchist but left no doubt as to his 
allegiances: he “organized for the Industrial Workers of the World, corresponded with Emma 
Goldman, read Benjamin Tucker and Peter Kropotkin, and regularly integrated the term 
‘anarchic’ into his discussions of anarchist writers and his own attitudes” (ch. 1). Miller’s 
anarchist frame of reference is nowhere made clearer than in “An Open Letter to Surrealists 
Everywhere” (1939), his aphoristic denunciation of Marxist assumptions among Surrealists, in 
which he outlines a profoundly individualist anarchism. Here all visions of a collective politics 
come under attack: “Fuck your capitalistic society! Fuck your Communistic society and your 
Fascist society and all your other societies! Society is made up of individuals. It is the 
individual who interests me—not the society” (n.p.). Miller’s foremost intention is to critique 
proposals for a synthesis of Surrealism and Marxism—not only the failure of their work to live 
up to its heralded political import, but also the absurdity, in Miller’s view, of attempting to 
conjoin the artistic impulse to any political project—but in doing so he concurrently elaborates 
an alternative, maximally individualistic and anti-political, conception of the relation of art to 
politics. Politics, in this account, is irretrievably and monolithically bound up in—once more—
the morass of horrors of everyday life. To Lawrence’s “[t]elephone, tinned meat, Charlie 
Chaplin, water-taps, and World-Salvation” and Orwell’s “bug-ridden rooms” and the like, 
Miller adds 
drugs, alcohol, engines of war, prostitution, machines and machine slaves, low wages, 
bad food, bad taste, prisons, reformatories, lunatic asylums, divorce, perversion, brutal 
sports, suicides, infanticide, cinema, quackery, demagogy, strikes, lockouts, 
revolutions, putsches, colonization, electric chairs, guillotines, sabotage, floods, 
famine, disease, gangsters, money barons, horse racing, fashion shows, poodle dogs, 
chow dogs, Siamese cats, condoms, pessaries, syphilis, gonorrhea, insanity, neuroses, 
etc., etc. (Miller, “Open Letter” n.p.) 
 
Commentary had its offices raided by Special Branch and a public defence needed to be mounted (Goodway 135–




Writing at a time when the Spanish Civil War still raged and the Great Purge marched onward, 
Miller insists on the indistinguishability of Fascism, Communism and liberal capitalism, each 
of which is equally incapable of moving beyond the procession of twentieth-century 
civilisation’s horrors. 
 Miller, it is true, was not the best anarchist by today’s standards: his vision of sexual 
liberation was, as Kate Millett definitively argued (3–9, 294–313), misogynistic in its premises; 
though doubtless reflecting a further-reaching misanthropy, it is nonetheless hard to reconcile 
with his adulatory praise for Emma Goldman, a meeting with whom he claimed inspired him 
to become a writer (Miller, “Conversation” 53–4). In this ambivalence, as well as in his turning 
against the world, his retreat, his intensely personal anarchism, resemblances to Evasion and 
the other contemporary texts discussed in this chapter are clear. Miller’s exaggerated disbelief 
that “[m]en are struggling for the right to work! ... What an heroic struggle! Well, for my part, 
I will say that whatever else I may want, I know I don’t want work” (“Open Letter” n.p.), for 
example, could come straight from the pages of Evasion. Accordingly, Miller is not only 
identified in Anti-Oedipus as a precursor of Deleuze and Guattari’s particular critique of 
psychiatry (339–41), but is also listed among the group of Anglo-American authors “who know 
how to leave” (158). It is also worth noting that in each of these contexts, as well as in What Is 
Philosophy?’s discussion of novelists and poets who are also “‘half’ philosophers” (67)—not 
to mention in Millett’s Sexual Politics—Miller’s name always appears adjacent to that of 
Lawrence. 
 Orwell’s engagement with Miller, then, was shaped by certain shared anarchist 
commitments, but was also informed by a specifically American set of literary reference-
points. Despite having escaped the deadening United States, Miller retains a fondness for Walt 
Whitman, “that one lone figure which America has produced in the course of her brief life” 




almost incomprehensible in the 1930s, when the body and soul have, he reproaches, been taken 
over by the machine (Tropic 241). As such, Whitman plays only a minor role in Tropic of 
Cancer, but it is his spectral presence which looms large in Orwell’s attempt to understand 
Miller’s inheritance—not least, as we have seen and will return to again, as a precursor to both 
men’s fondness for cataloguing and enumerating what they took to be definitive qualities of 
their epoch. Miller’s whole attitude, Orwell argues, is Whitmanesque insofar as Whitman too 
practiced an ethic of acceptance rather than protest, celebrating America as it appeared to him 
and emphasising the harmony of all its facets. In Orwell’s reading, which agrees with Miller’s 
in this respect, the Whitmanesque attitude was a product of its time and place: a nineteenth-
century United States in which “men felt themselves free and equal, were free and equal, so far 
as that is possible outside a society of pure communism” (“Inside” 547, emphasis as original). 
We need not, of course, accept this general characterisation of an era when postbellum 
Reconstruction gave way to Jim Crow, when the domestic ideology discussed in chapter 2 
cemented male supremacy, and Gilded Age exploitation fuelled vast economic inequality; 
Orwell’s apocalyptic sense of the times in which he lived doubtless caused him to look at earlier 
eras through rose-tinted spectacles. Yet if Whitman’s attitude was, however ambivalently, 
suited to his times, what is significant about Miller is, for Orwell, his transposition of that 
attitude to the unlikely new context of the 1930s: “after the lecheries, the swindles, the fights, 
the drinking bouts, and the imbecilities, [Miller] simply sits down and watches the Seine 
flowing past, in a sort of mystical acceptance of the thing-as-it-is. Only, what is he accepting?” 
(“Inside 547). Orwell answers in a by-now familiar mode: “To say ‘I accept’ in an age like our 
own is to say that you accept concentration camps, rubber truncheons, Hitler, Stalin, bombs, 
aeroplanes, tinned food, machine guns, putsches, purges, slogans, Bedaux belts, gas masks, 
submarines, spies, provocateurs, press censorship, secret prisons, aspirins, Hollywood films, 




already come to pass—the replacement of a freer, more organic society by capitalist alienation; 
the willing subjugation of art to political dictates; the erosion, perhaps, of a fundamental 
“decency” (see K. Williams 77–94)—but also for what is still to come, in the form of a war 
which could only be won by one species of totalitarianism or another. Among all this, Miller’s 
role is that of “a mere Jonah, a passive acceptor of evil, a sort of Whitman among the corpses” 
(“Inside” 578), one who continues to accept, even in unacceptable conditions. 
 The author of Evasion and his dropout comrades are Whitmans among the corpses 
too—the corpses of late capitalism. Orwell thought Miller was one of an “enormous majority” 
to be found fiddling while Rome burned, but also a minority—perhaps a minority of one—in 
that he was facing the flames as he did so rather than pretending they were not there (570). The 
same is doubtless true of the contemporary anarchist dropout culture manifested in 
CrimethInc.’s works, which does not plug its ears when it comes to realities of exploitation and 
domination, but rather entertains serious doubts about its capacity to change anything other 
than the circumstances of one’s own life. Gifford argues that the recurrent theme of the womb 
in Miller’s work, of which the Jonah imagery forms one part, is much more fraught than Orwell 
supposes, suggestive not of escapism but of something much more like a descent into the 
underworld (ch. 3). Miller’s use of such imagery, Gifford contends, “is antithetical to Orwell’s 
interpretations yet very closely aligned with Miller’s anarchism” (ch. 3). Yet, as we have seen, 
Orwell was not a detached, critical observer of Miller’s form of anarchism, but was rather 
himself willing to explore and unevenly to espouse Miller’s ethics of radical Whitmanesque 
acceptance. Read in this light, his merging of the Jonah myth with the Nero narrative is 
indicative of precisely what Gifford alleges he misses: the gathering inferno which must at 
least be faced up to is a continuation of Miller's fundamental association of the whale/womb 
with horror and death. Thus, reading what Orwell had to say on the question of anti-political 




prominent example, and an insistence that one nonetheless cannot ignore or downplay the 
malevolence against which it is set. 
 
“The chapters that Huck Finn never had”: Women’s dropout narratives and fin de 
millénaire masculinity 
CrimethInc.’s evocation, in Days of War, Nights of Love, of “voyages of discovery that would 
bring us into direct contact with brand new people and things at every turn” (208) describes 
the imaginary not only of Evasion but also of Off the Map, published by CrimethInc. in 2003. 
The book (which, like Evasion, began life as a zine) relates the experiences and realisations of 
two American women named Kika and Hibickina, as they travel across Europe, hitchhiking, 
camping and crashing at squats. Having traced, in the previous sections, a dropout tradition 
centring around Evasion, Lawrence, Miller and Orwell, I will in this section examine the 
implicitly male and incipiently masculinist politics implied by this body of reference points, 
beginning with Off the Map’s account of the challenges faced by women travellers. Arriving 
at a squat in the Netherlands populated by men “experimental enough to dress punk, but not 
enough to challenge gender roles” (27), Kika wonders if she and Hibickina “needed badges 
before we could get in the scene, or if there was just no hope for us since we were female” 
(26); while at Le Wagon, a squatted train depot in Brittany, they are dismayed but not surprised 
to be greeted by a mural depicting “a punk fairy with poofy hair, long-lashed almond eyes, 
outrageous hips and breasts and a tiny waist” (94). In each case a familiar dynamic manifests, 
in which anarchist punk and squatter scenes fail to live up to their stated ideals at the expense 
of women, and purportedly liberatory spaces turn out to be “everything we were trying to figure 
out how to transform ... wearing a more familiar costume” (94). In the same way that Evasion’s 
off-grid life is haunted by an awareness of its dependence on consumer capitalism, the 




These disappointments are mirrored in their experiences of harassment and threats 
while travelling in the wider world. When, as Kika and Hibickina wait for a lift out of Rennes, 
a passing driver “hisse[s] in a thick French accent, ‘Do you make love?’” (83) their fury recedes 
into wry humour: “do they really think we’re gonna turn round and come running to them like 
dogs when they call out at us and say oh yes, I’d love to suck your cock?” (84). Less amusing 
is their experience on a secluded railway track in pursuit of Le Wagon, when they hear whispers 
and crackling leaves in the darkness and, “scared shitless”, are forced to backtrack (90). Off the 
Map, like Evasion, cites the American nomadic narrative as an inspiration: when asked why 
they’re travelling, Kika or Hibickina cites Huckleberry Finn and “all those books,” which they 
read as children “looking for girls in their pages ... But we couldn’t find anything. We don’t 
want to be the boring girls that the boys in adventure stories get crushes on. We wanted to have 
our own adventure stories” (76). A few pages later, following the experience of sexual 
harassment discussed above, Kika declares: “These are the chapters that Huck Finn never had” 
(84). 
 Another example of a recent nomadic narrative that dwells on issues faced by female 
travellers is Chris Urquhart’s Dirty Kids: Chasing Freedom with America’s Nomads (2017), 
which covers similar ground to Off the Map in its account of travelling with dropouts and 
attending countercultural gatherings. The Rainbow Gathering, the irregular meeting of 
individuals and groups from the various components of American counterculture, plays a 
central role: informed ultimately by hippie values, its organisational form is distinctively 
anarchistic and its attendees overlap significantly with anarchist scenes. Like Kika and 
Hibickina, Urquhart experiences such events and the journeys between them as a woman 
travelling with another woman, Kitra Cahana, whose photographs feature in the book. 
Accordingly, she is especially attentive to the prevalence of gender violence in dropout spaces 




in Off the Map Kika talks about feeling unrepresented by Huckleberry Finn, Urquhart describes 
a dream of being Dean Moriarty from Kerouac’s On the Road, one that is ultimately 
irreconcilable with reality: “to be Dean, what a feeling: to be male and free and adored by 
everyone, to be American and insane and full of untethered energy! It was a good dream. But 
I woke up” (17). Urquhart sees clearly that the American dropout tradition remains a male one, 
its freedom contingent on masculinity, and that to write in this tradition as a woman requires a 
different kind of departure. 
 Indeed, if Evasion is able to draw from a tradition of masculine dropout narratives that 
includes work by Davies, Eighner, Guthrie and Miller, similar narratives by women are much 
scarcer. Ben Reitman’s Sister of the Road may be symptomatic: a narrative of a female freight-
hopper, presented as an autobiography, it celebrates the possibilities the nomadic life offers 
women, but is in fact a fiction written by a man. As Joanne Hall has argued, the archetypal 
hobo continues to be imagined as male, and cultural representations of the female hobo are still 
rare, with the effect that nomadic narratives by women “are concerned with writing women 
into a space from which they have been written out” (217). In acknowledging the absence of 
women from such American narratives, and the difficulties encountered when trying to 
overcome the barriers that keep women out of them, Off the Map and Dirty Kids recall Nina 
Baym’s counterpoint to the Lawrentian vision of American literature outlined above. Noting 
that theories of American literature have celebrated narratives in which “the essential quality 
of America comes to reside in its unsettled wilderness and the opportunities that such a 
wilderness offers” (132), Baym argues this conception of American literature excludes works 
by female authors not only because the opportunity of escape to the wilderness was simply 
unavailable to nineteenth-century women, but also because, in such readings, the social 
restrictions from which protagonists must escape are themselves framed as feminine (133). 




American literature has much to do with departure from civilisation, very similar to that which 
Baym rejects, is nonetheless apparent in Lawrence’s readings of Cooper and Dana in particular. 
Indeed, Millett’s reading of Lawrence, which identifies him as the progenitor of the masculinist 
tradition taken up by Miller, finds the vision of sexual liberation articulated in Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover to be inseparable from Lawrence’s broader political project and its atavistic 
vision of prelapsarian agrarianism, demanding a reversion to older sexual roles, an older form 
of masculine dominance (242). As Millett’s discussion of his short story “The Woman Who 
Rode Away” (1925), a captivity narrative in which an unnamed female protagonist seeks a 
spiritual awakening amongst Native people and becomes the victim of a human sacrifice, 
suggests, Lawrence’s sexual politics cannot be easily separated from his politics of indigeneity 
(which, as I have suggested above, are more easily conceivable as radical): as Millett argues, 
the story seems to congratulate its “savages” for their adherence to modes of patriarchal rule 
lost by “civilised” societies (286). 
 As Rosi Braidotti has observed, Deleuzian accounts of becomings and lines of flight 
are also, in complex ways, incapable of fully accounting for the politics of gender and, in fact, 
may reflect incipiently masculinist assumptions (“Discontinuous” 52, Patterns 116–23). 
Braidotti does not draw explicit connections between Deleuze’s figure of becoming-woman, 
the primary focus of her critique, and his discussions of Anglo-American literature—nor does 
Koerner, in her discussion of Deleuze’s “American rhizome,” draw upon Braidotti’s discussion 
of Deleuzian nomadism—yet if we accept that Deleuze fails to reckon with feminist claims, 
this failure is especially apparent in those parts of his corpus that invoke Lawrence and 
celebrate a group of predominantly male authors. If, as I have argued, Deleuze’s discussion of 
authors “who know how to leave” owes a significant debt to Lawrence, it is also vulnerable to 
critiques like those of Baym, who finds that such arguments risk constructing a canon that 




women’s subjugation. Evasion, insofar as it documents a haunted American mobility 
comparable to that identified by Lawrence and an exodus from politics proper that is very 
similar to that of Miller, is implicated too. Even while sexuality is largely absent from its 
pages—intensity and the pursuit of authentic experience are decidedly displaced onto other 
kinds of activities—the implicit rejoinder offered in Off the Map and by Urquhart, according 
to which dropout mobility comes much more easily to men, indicates that Evasion deserves 
consideration in similar term to Lawrence and Miller’s works. That is to say, these critiques 
make possible an appreciation of the extent to which Evasion relates a man’s experiences as 
though they are universal or universalisable. 
Rather than understanding Evasion as simply a continuation of the gender politics of 
Lawrence and Miller, though, such a reading might instead consider Evasion in terms of a 
particular kind of masculinity that, having briefly secured a prominent role in American 
popular culture in the late 1990s and early 2000s, constituted part of the context in which the 
text was produced. This is the misanthropic fin de millénaire masculinity that cut across a 
number of cultural terrains, taking particularly overt form in nu-metal music. This “loud, bratty 
and thoroughly modern-sounding encapsulation of the frustrations of adolescence” (Baker n.p.) 
was associated with controversy-sparking artists like Korn, Limp Bizkit and Marilyn Manson, 
each of whom built on punk and grunge’s lyrical themes of alienation and angst while stripping 
them of much of their political import (Kahn-Harris 133–7; D. Phillips; Dave Simpson). The 
scene doubtless reached its climax as a media spectacle at Woodstock 1999, the disastrous 
attempt to recapture the energy of the original 1969 festival on a military base in upstate New 
York, devoid of shade or hydration, which ended in arson and acrimony. Rob Sheffield and 
Barry Walters’ memorable accounts of the event each foreground the persistent misogyny that 
appeared part and parcel of the culture’s misanthropy, from the crowd’s “three-day chorus of 




to maintain strained smiles for the camera as they swatted away unwanted hands” (Walters 
313). Whether, as some complained, nu-metal borrowed from hip-hop’s more regressive 
themes while missing its more radical elements (e.g. Walters 314), or whether its misogyny 
was endogenous to white (sub)culture, its status as subculture par excellence in this period 
suggests an alternative framing of Evasion’s politics. 
That the earnest metal lyrics of this era, as Adam Rafalovich has argued, describe a 
“splitting of the self and a consequent detachment from reality” (25) indicates their close 
connection to other contemporaneous cultural developments, most notably Chuck Palahniuk’s 
novel Fight Club (1996) and its 1999 film adaptation, which promised violent resolution to 
social anomie and malaise in a space specifically purged of women. Fight Club and its cultural 
environs can be understood in terms of the “blank fiction” of the 1990s—in James Annesley’s 
formulation, texts like Larry Clark’s film Kids (1996), Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho 
(1991) and Dennis Cooper’s Frisk (1991) that obsess over “violence, indulgence, sexual 
excess, decadence, consumerism and commerce” (1)—but this reading would risk occluding 
the specifically masculine quality of this violence, and the extent to which it would inform a 
broader (if short-lived) cultural transformation that placed male neuroses, male travails and 
male-on-male violence centre-stage. This moment in American popular culture would also, 
perhaps, encompass the early seasons of South Park, Jackass and its film spin-offs, and Stone 
Cold Steve Austin’s run as breakout anti-hero in the World Wrestling Federation, each of 
which may reflect the moment’s mobilisation of an anti-authority sentiment not a million miles 
from cruder articulations of CrimethIncian anarchism. At the same time, though, this moment 
is surely a precursor to the white male backlash of the 2010s alt-right, in which all-male pro-
Trump street-fighting groups like the Proud Boys recaptured something of Fight Club’s joy of 
violence and pursuit of authenticity, while either losing the earlier texts’ critique of consumer 




While a full investigation of the resonances of a nu-metal moment in 2021 is beyond the scope 
of this chapter, it should be noted that Marilyn Manson has returned to prominence in recent 
months in relation to allegations of sexual assault, while Limp Bizkit have been the subject of 
renewed popularity (Lavin), and Woodstock 1999 is the subject of a critically-acclaimed HBO 
documentary (see Hogan). 
Evasion, which was written between 1998 and 2001 (283), which describes experiences 
much more easily attainable by men, and which finds endless joy in transgression and 
criminality, has much in common with the disaffected masculinity of the fin de millénaire 
moment. Placing Evasion in this context is suggestive of an alternative approach to its gender 
politics: as a text describing the personal rebellion of a young American man, produced at a 
time when such rebellion was both en vogue and strongly associated with a pervasive 
misogyny, it appears as a text motivated by the “manarchism” targeted for anarcha-feminist 
critique in Off the Map and in many of the texts discussed in chapter 2. Thinking about Evasion 
in this light, in terms of cultural tendencies that were briefly dominant, leads it to appear still 
less marginal and more worthy of close critical attention; while thinking about the way these 
connections would seem to place it in uncomfortable proximity to Trumpism not only makes 
its relevance in 2021 particularly plain, but would also indicate something of the unpredictable 
and unexpected quality of anarchist texts’ effects. 
 
Dirty anarchists and dumpster cornucopias 
Urquhart’s Dirty Kids is a valuable document of anarchist subcultures for reasons that go 
beyond its exploration of the problems faced by female travellers, however. More than any 
other theme, the narrative thread that runs through the text relates to Urquhart’s fears of being 
an inauthentic sell-out or a parasite on the community she writes about. Unlike the travellers 




stable upbringing and has not run away from home; unlike them she seldom feels entirely safe 
or comfortable on the road, and only rarely succeeds in approximating their lack of inhibitions. 
Chris and Kitra disagree on their status among the “dirty kids”: “Kitra insists that we don’t 
have to be outsiders, that this is our choice too, that we can live this life.... I tell her that we 
will never be insiders, that our cameras and recorders are tools of separation, machines that 
will always keep us separate” (33). Urquhart’s rejoinder has a resigned air—she is not proudly 
insisting on her journalistic integrity, but reluctantly accepting a distance that cannot be 
bridged. 
This problematic—the distance and difference between the anarchist-sympathetic 
author and the anarchist subculture that is the subject of her work—is another instance of 
anarchist literature’s uneasy negotiations with representation. As one traveller explains to the 
author, every article or photo series depicting the “dirty kid” lifestyle is a source of information 
that can be used by “the yardmaster at the freight yard” or other authority figures to impede 
their movement; to this Urquhart has no rejoinder (113). Urquhart is surprised to learn that 
Mike Brodie, whose photographs of train-hoppers and travelling punks were published as A 
Period of Juvenile Prosperity in 2013, is viewed unfavourably by the community, and wonders: 
“Was anyone who represented travelers an instant sellout?” (128). Towards the book’s end 
Urquhart offers a partial answer to her own question when she resolves to represent 
conscientiously and receptively: 
I know firsthand how hard it is to represent anyone at all. I’ve experienced, even within 
the last few months, angry opposition to my representations ... and, although I found 
these oppositions concerning, my resolve to stop worrying about judgment has become 
firmer ... I need to simply focus on providing the most accurate representation I can, 
from my own perspective. (153) 
Is this reconciliation with representation, in which its harms are acknowledged but ultimately 
bracketed away, opposed to the anarchist critique? It may be better to see Urquhart’s anxious 




contemporary anarchist literature. That is to say, although in choosing to represent regardless, 
and to mitigate harm through a commitment to “accuracy”, she arrives at a different position 
from other anarchist authors, her path to this conclusion, in which the problem of representation 
is noted and a partial solution proposed, is of at least equal importance. 
Urquhart is, then, troubled by the question of her distance from the subjects of her book, 
and pessimistic about the possibility of bridging that divide. Nonetheless, at times, fleetingly 
and often unintentionally, these boundaries are broken down, such as when, watching a group 
of Rainbows chanting “om”, Urquhart finds that 
after some time, the noise nudges its way in. It enters slowly, through my skin, past my 
common sense, into me entirely. My mouth opens on its own, and I start to make noise 
without realizing it, subtle at first, then more forceful.... The humming turns to 
screaming, laughing, a maniacal shriek of human existence! Joy, terror, extremity, all 
together, all at once, overarching, everywhere! The unity arrives, and I’m nobody to 
question it. I can feel it in every faculty, all along my unwashed skin, up my spine, and 
over my crust-filled eyes. Human ecstasy! (36) 
This embodied sense of belonging to something larger than oneself is wholly unwilled and 
nonrational; it entails the abandonment of certain social mores or inhibitions, and so also 
temporary freedom from the anxiety and uncertainty that runs through the text. Yet when 
Urquhart seeks to rationalise her position within the community of Rainbows and dropouts, 
she sometimes arrives at conclusions affirming this visceral feeling of commonality, and at 
other times denies it. When the kids vouch for her trustworthiness, she’s astounded, overjoyed 
and honoured (99–100). Yet upon learning “that all the kids are totally pissed” about an article 
she has written, she is devastated and wonders: “Who was I to tell this story? Did I have any 
right? Where did my voice fit in, anyway?” (84). When another acquaintance tells her she’s an 
insincere hipster, that her book is unoriginal, and—most galling—that Kitra has an authenticity 
she lacks, she feels “like a parasite, like a bug about to get crushed” (128). This ambivalence 
results in the realisation that she is not “cut out for this”, that she cannot find in mobility any 




where she sees first a single cockroach then “Parasites. Everywhere.... [S]warms of insects 
coating the walls and floors, bumps of black tar on the wallpaper, seething and screaming” 
(174, emphasis as original). Whether hallucinating or not—her landlady insists the building is 
bug-free—the image of the cockroach-ridden dwelling mirrors and, in doing so, reaffirms 
Urquhart’s self-conception as a parasite and her resolve to return to sedentary life. 
The irony in Urquhart’s anxiety, of course, is that it is the subjects of Dirty Kids—who 
beg, steal, dumpster dive, hitchhike and freight-hop to avoid having to work—who are more 
often regarded as parasites. Is Urquhart then seeking to cement her own dropout bona fides by 
describing herself in the same terms? Or is she situating herself as a parasite upon other 
parasites? Perhaps she is restating her distance and difference from the dirty kids, and the 
impossibility of bridging that gap, by taking parasitism to be an undesirable quality when, for 
dropouts, it is often an epithet that is enthusiastically avowed. CrimethInc.’s Days of War, 
Nights of Love addresses this question: “people ask me if I feel like a parasite, living off the 
excess of this society.... I know it’s not possible for everyone in this country to do this ... [but] 
the fact that not everyone has the privilege to be able to arrange a work-free life for themselves 
is a good reason, in my opinion, why those of us who do have the chance should take it” (255). 
This wilful adoption of the label of “parasite”, which recalls Evasion’s author’s account of 
himself as “a shiftless, unemployed social leech” (40), indeed runs through all the texts 
discussed in this chapter: their various protagonists are all more or less happy to be seen as 
subhuman, monstrous, or threatening to social norms. This is a phenomenon with a long 
anarchist history, its earliest precursor being the adoption of the label “anarchist” itself, which 
originated as a term of abuse in the French Revolution but was proudly and defiantly taken up 
by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and his heirs (R. Williams 6–7; Woodcock, Anarchism 8–9). 
 In Dirty Kids the recurrent image of the parasite reflects not only the idea that the 




excrescence, a repellent force, or a vector of infection. As Laura Portwood-Stacer observes, 
the anti-consumption preferences of “lifestyle anarchists” do not ordinarily make exceptions 
for personal hygiene products, and a certain greasiness has become part of a distinctive 
anarchist “look” insofar as it makes evident one’s distance from consumer society (27–8). 
Accordingly, dirt and grime pervade Urquhart’s account from its title (another avowed 
pejorative) onward: the first “dirty kid” we meet, named Sticky, is “not the least bit self-
conscious of his ripe bare feet or omnipresent body odor” (7). It is Urquhart’s own initiation 
into griminess that facilitates her feeling at home amongst the kids, such as when she is berated 
by a passing stranger: “‘Look at the mess you are making! Look at your animals. You are 
disgusting!’ ... She is seething. To her, I am not some outsider taking notes; I am a full-fledged 
player, a runaway scumbag.... All she sees is something dirty and dangerous that she wishes 
wasn’t there” (119). 
Photographs in Cahana’s series Nomadic America, not all of which feature in Dirty 
Kids, similarly emphasise dirt and mess: travellers are decorated with splotches of mud, their 
filthy clothes spread out on a car park’s tarmac, or else in encampments with bedding strewn 
across grass. More than this, however, Cahana’s photographs depict the travellers as matter out 
of place. These are the terms famously used by the anthropologist Mary Douglas, for whom 
“dirt is essentially disorder” (2): things are dirt(y) or not, Douglas argues, depending on their 
environs. Shoes are not inherently dirty, for example, but they are when they’re on the dining 
room table; food isn’t dirty, but it is when it’s smeared down your shirt, and so on (37). 
Something is dirty when it offends against a system or an order that separates insides and 
outsides.29 Thus Cahana’s photographs work on a principle of juxtaposition in which dirty kids 
are set against backgrounds that render them out of place. In one, a pair slouch past a vast 
 
29 Douglas’s approach has been repeatedly taken up in the study of anarchist and anarchistic movements, 
especially the Occupy movement, which was constantly cast by its political opponents as a dirty presence or a 




concrete structure in an unidentifiable suburban landscape, the blankness of the grey wall and 
pavement accentuating their shabby clothing and bulging backpacks. Several others are 
portraits depicting their subjects against stark white backgrounds, throwing their various states 
of dishevelment into relief. Elsewhere Cahana frames the conflict between the dirty kids and 
the straight world through encounters with police: in one, two male officers’ bald heads are 
illuminated as they confront a group of travellers and their dogs (Figure 14). The night-time 
scene could be a car park or rail yard; the only clue to the location is the cops’ badges reading 
“Seattle Police”. One looks over his colleague’s shoulder, directly at the camera, with pursed 
lips, but the eye is drawn first to the kids who stare back with looks of both defiance and 
despondency. The photograph depicts the incomprehensibility of the kids to the cops and vice 
versa: standing well apart, the two groups appear as distinct worlds, both made out of place 
through the encounter with the other. The white cop’s stare into Cahana’s lens makes clear, 
however, that the same problems of the status of the documenter, with which Urquhart so 
anxiously contends, still persist: the photographer stands on the police’s side of the divide, at 
a distance from the travellers, but is clearly just as much the object of the officers’ wariness as 
they are. 
As Rachele Dini has argued, however, approaches to waste that take Douglas’ work as 
their starting point risk becoming trapped in a synchronic binary of dirt or waste, on the one 
hand, and the commodity, on the other, as strictly opposed, when in fact they are better 
understood as spaces on a continuum or as different stages in a single object’s life (4–6). Dirt, 
then, is rendered timeless, while waste is always imbued with a narrative: not only a past but 
also often a future in the prospect of salvage, re-commodification or reuse. Any revulsion waste 
causes, Dini proposes, has to do with its history—it is not matter out of place but rather out of 




most overt form taken by dirt and waste in contemporary anarchist narratives: that is, as a 
source of sustenance, a secret trove of luxuries, when apprehended by the dumpster diver. 
As well as a space in which dropout narratives’ motif of dirt is especially apparent, 
depictions of dumpster diving are one in which the hypocrisy question that haunts their authors 
is made especially literal. If dropout culture entails a series of anxious negotiations with the 
realisation that one’s countercultural lifestyle is parasitic on consumer capitalism, passages that 
describe and celebrate sifting through waste for sustenance are privileged instances of this 
problematic. Jeff Ferrell draws attention to the contradictory status of dumpster diving in the 
United States in the 2000s, when it was increasingly celebrated as a frugal, eco-friendly 
lifestyle choice while simultaneously becoming subject to new legal regulations and 
prohibitions (Empire 11). As Alex V. Barnard’s ethnography of the “freegans” of New York 
City suggests, politically-motivated dumpster divers are caught in yet another double bind 




when they find themselves hoping the bins are plentiful and talking about what they hope to 
find, while also insisting that what they really want is an end to capitalism and its attendant 
economies of waste (177–8). Dumpster diving, then, by now a central feature of anarchistic 
dropout lifestyles in the U.S., is riven with ethical and political complexities that trouble any 
simple celebration of the practice’s radical potential. As the dumpster-diving squatters 
introduced in Ted Botha’s Mongo: Adventures in Trash (2004) ask, rewriting the lyrics of a 
well-known labour hymn: “Is there ought we have in common with the greedy parasite / 
Besides that we eat out of their Dumpster every night? / Is there anything left for us? / Open 
the lid and take a bite / For the doughnuts make us strong” (100). 
In Evasion, any such anxiety around these myriad ambiguities, as in many of the 
passages from the book discussed above, is downplayed and denied. Instead, descriptions of 
dumpster diving in the book emphasise the abundance of riches to be found in waste. Irony is 
located not so much in the fact that the anticapitalist dropout must live on the surplus of 
capitalism as in the realisation that that surplus provides in some cases a better quality of life 
than working and paying for food. As though to parody the consumer society’s claims for its 
own abundance and variety, the narrator declares that dumpsters harbour every possible object 
of desire: “After years of dumpster diving, it came to be expected that each dumpster score 
would top the previous, and that there was in fact nothing the dumpster wouldn’t provide” (80). 
Dumpster diving is characterised as paradoxically more consumerist than consumerism: “It 
was, in fact, easier to get carried away with excessive materialist pursuits as a dumpster diver 
than as a paying consumer. VCRs, video games, any number of unnecessary distractions 
waiting to be rescued, and our rescue missions yielded all that and more” (69). On the rare 
occasion when a bagel shop dumpster fails to turn up any goods, the narrator experiences it as 
“[a]n unheard-of break from known laws, and I feared physics itself was next to go” (55). Like 




superseded nature as a source of the sublime, Evasion’s narrator “is moved (sometimes to 
ecstasy) by serial commodification’s throwaways—by trash or debris” (Yaeger 330). 
 Similar cornucopias are found in other accounts, where authors adopt the role of 
dumpster epicure and exhaustively rattle off lists of their best finds. The author of 
CrimethInc.’s Dropping Out (for Students) recounts what the dumpsters have gifted her: 
entire still-warm pizzas in their boxes; pounds and pounds of fresh fruits and vegetables 
that only needed to be rinsed off ... huge trash bags full of nothing but day-old bagels, 
bread, donuts, and pastries ... wrapped, still-cold tofu; canned foods .... bags of pasta 
and rice ... just-expired juice; Sees’ chocolates; boxes of cereal ... tins of coffee ... three 
bottles of beer, once; boxes and boxes of still-wrapped, perfectly good bags of cookies 
and snacks of all kinds; the list goes on. (14–15) 
John Hoffman’s Art & Science of Dumpster Diving (1993), meanwhile, offers up a similar 
catalogue: 
Lots and lots of good, usable food. Clothing. Tools. Building materials. Every kind of 
household furnishing. Toys. Repairable and working appliances. Craft and hobby 
materials. Sports equipment. Books and magazines ... Valuable scrap metal. Live 
plants, planters and all. Informative documents and papers. Stuff suitable to feed 
livestock. Composting material and things suitable for fertilizer by the ton, by the 
truckload, mountains of it ... And much, much more. (11) 
Botha’s New York City dumpster divers bring up a haul including 
three bottles of juice, six tubs of yogurt ... a packet of waffle mix, a big bottle of 
lemonade ... six packets of tofu ... a pack of fennel-flavored biscuits, five bags of apple-
cinnamon mini-rice cakes, a bag of almond pieces, a bag of smashed pistachios, and 
several tubs of seitan. (88) 
The list in CrimethInc.’s Recipes for Disaster (2004) is paltry by comparison, encompassing 
only “entire drum sets, VCRs, food, furniture, lumber, dishes, [and] small appliances galore” 
(221). All these authors owe a debt, however, to Lars Eighner’s widely-reproduced essay “On 
Dumpster Diving”, first published in 1991, then as part of Travels with Lizbeth in 1993, in 
which the author inaugurates the dumpster cornucopia as literary phenomenon, finding in the 
waste of Austin, Texas “[b]oom boxes, candles, bedding, toilet paper, a virgin male love doll, 
medicine, books, a typewriter, dishes, furnishings, and change, sometimes amounting to many 




novels discussed by Mary Foltz, which do not “use disgust as the primary means to inspire our 
interest in human waste [but] reserve it instead for toxic wastes of industry and the military 
industrial complex” (258–9), dumpster divers are overjoyed by what they find in the bin, and 
direct their disgust instead at waste as a global social phenomenon. 
As Barnard makes clear, dumpster cornucopias are microcosms of a much broader 
phenomenon: 40 percent of food in the U.S., 73 billion kilograms a year, is wasted, enough in 
theory to end global malnourishment (3–4). And, as numerous scholars of contemporary 
literature have shown, waste in its various senses is a recurring cultural fixation in the modern 
United States and beyond (Dini, Foltz, Gamber, Hawkins, Yaeger). Western civilisation, as 
Susan Signe Morrison declares, is “filled with waste; indeed, has always been filled with waste” 
(4, emphasis as original). And as Dini has suggested, questions of waste refract a “perhaps 
immemorial ... concern with our relationship to time, to each other, and to the earth” (17); that 
is to say, with the same problems of interdependence and heteronomy that I have argued in 
chapter 2 are a central feature of anarchist domesticities. Dumpster cornucopias arrive at the 
same conclusion by a different, more embodied route, one that leads them to foreground the 
tactile pleasures of waste and its myriad potential uses. As in Woody Guthrie’s invocation of 
Whitman discussed above, and its analogue in Evasion, these cornucopias are catalogues of 
refuse, accumulations of detritus—as Dini has suggested, “the waste-potential of commodities 
under capitalism relates to the waste potential of people” (6); thus Guthrie’s marginal, 
downtrodden characters are a certain sort of dumpster cornucopia too. Like Guthrie’s Skid 
Row, though, which remains troublingly alive and creative, these authors’ lists of dumpster 
discoveries insist on asserting a recrudescent value in each item. 
In literary and theoretical apprehensions of capitalism the list, as a means of giving 
shape to waste, has taken on a wide variety of forms and meanings. In the suggestive passage 




World-Salvation”), and those in Miller (“drugs, alcohol, engines of war, prostitution, machines 
and machine slaves, low wages, bad food”) and Orwell (“Hitler, Stalin, bombs, aeroplanes, 
tinned food, machine guns, putsches, purges, slogans”) that follow, what is catalogued is what’s 
been foisted on society with effects that are authoritarian, banalising and profoundly 
deleterious; in each passage the author lists what they perceive as the horrors whose weight 
they must lamentably bear. In other words, Lawrence, Miller and Orwell list what ought to be 
considered refuse but is not, whereas Guthrie and the dumpster divers list what has been 
wrongly deemed to be waste, but can be salvaged and put to use once more. In this way their 
approach is closer to that of Walter Benjamin, for whom the work of the materialist historian 
mirrors that of the ragpicker, in whose undertaking rags and refuse are “allow[ed], in the only 
way possible, to come into their own: by making use of them” (460). As Ben Highmore argues, 
Benjamin understands “modernization as an incessant accumulation of debris”, the inevitable 
by-product of modernity’s insatiable demand for the new (61). Against this background, the 
historian-as-ragpicker is tasked with picking out the valuable from the mass of discard. In 
Highmore’s reading, Benjamin “suggests a ‘trash aesthetics’ that could be used radically and 
critically to attend to the everyday” (65): a way of reckoning with the everyday by refusing to 
accept that what has been cast aside must remain so. 
Nonetheless, while Benjamin’s ragpicker is a source of revolutionary potential (Le Roy 
129; Wohlfarth 15–16, 18), the dumpster diver’s aspirations are more modest. Even Laura 
Portwood-Stacer’s humble suggestion that dumpster divers “see themselves as extracting 
material value from the system without putting value back in, thus weakening the system in a 
small way” (34) is not borne out by these accounts, in which the possibility of dumpster diving 
as revolutionary praxis is not broached; indeed, the idea of mass politics is as often as not met 
with scorn. In the United States of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the morass 




sustenance. Dumpster divers’ accounts frame the practice not only as a joyous or exhilarating 
one but also as one troubled by questions of contradiction and hypocrisy; the possibility of 
decommodifying food is greedily taken up, but the circulation of commodities persists 
regardless. The dumpstered bagel may be an “ex-commodity” (Barnard 13), but the ceaseless 
work of enacting that break is indicative of the commodity form’s power and persistence much 
more than of its contingency. 
Ubiquitous questions of dirt and waste, matter out of place or out of time, the ethical 
problems surrounding dependence on waste and the porous boundaries separating the 
commodity from the ex-commodity, serve in these texts to allegorise the problems of 
complicity and complexity, broached by Shotwell, which pervade anarchist negotiations with 
consumer society. That texts depicting “lifestyle anarchism” offer narratives coated in filth and 
grime reflects, no doubt, the lasting resonance of the Russian-American anarchist Abraham 
Isaak’s acknowledgment in 1900 that anarchists are obliged to disavow purity and “step ankle-
deep into the filth of society” in order to survive, both individually and as a movement (qtd. in 
McKinley 508). These questions of waste are mirrored in these texts’ interest in problematising 
the boundaries of the human. As Allan Stoekl has suggested in his reading of Agnès Varda’s 
documentary The Gleaners and I (2000), a life that draws sustenance from ex-commodities is 
one always positioned at those boundaries: Stoekl argues that Varda’s interlocutors, who 
include rural gleaners, urban dumpster divers, and the filmmaker herself, “all delineate from a 
point heterogeneous to accepted norms that which is monstrous within those norms: mass 
consumption and consumerism as inexcusable waste, a constructed world in which everything 
is ‘used’ to be wasted, ‘used up,’ including even people” (5, emphasis as original). Whereas 
Urquhart frets over being seen as a parasite, Evasion’s narrator embraces others’ perception of 
him as inhuman, and he suspects he’s spent so much time in dumpsters that he’s become 




dumped on my head by employees, yet remaining undetected as not being trash myself was 
untouched. In this phenomenon, I saw paralells [sic] to what they say about owners growing to 
look like their dogs! I’d become a Hefty bag!” (177–8, emphasis as original). Elsewhere, 
describing situations when he’s berated by store managers, he outlines his strategy: “I play 
nice, chat a little, and pretend to understand their position. Then I motion them a little closer 
as though I have something confidential to impart, and when they get real close, I bash their 
head into the dumpster and eat their brains!” (263, emphasis as original). 
While for Deleuze and Guattari, becoming-animal or becoming-inhuman is associated 
with “try[ing] to find a way out, to trace a line of escape” (Kafka 34), and elsewhere figures as 
the only alternative to what Primo Levi described (in the context of the Holocaust) as our 
everyday “shameful compromises” (What Is Philosophy? 108), these passages in Evasion draw 
not so much on the haunted American nomad narrative as on the American horror film. While 
nonetheless evoking, perhaps, the galvanising “demon” identified by Lawrence and the corpses 
among which Miller is said by Orwell to wallow, Evasion’s narrator begins to explore the 
possibility that he has dropped out not just from work and rent but also from the whole human 
community. This horror-movie avocation of inhumanity is one more way in which Evasion 
echoes Miller’s Tropic of Cancer, in which the narrator declares his own departure from a 
humanity deemed constrictive: “I am proud to say that I am inhuman, that I belong not to men 
and governments, that I have nothing to do with creeds and principles. I have nothing to do 
with the creaking machinery of humanity—I belong to the earth!” (255, emphasis as original). 
Indeed, the protagonists of nomadic narratives, from Davies, Guthrie and Miller through to 
Eighner, Evasion and Off the Map, may share a conception of themselves as waste or 
excrescence, as belonging to a surplus population irredeemably outside of the mass culture, 




Off the Map’s narrators combine this interest in the capacity of the nomad to appear 
monstrous to the sedentary world with themes drawn from mystical anarcha-feminism in their 
repeated returns to themes of magic and witchcraft. As Barbara Epstein shows, forays into 
neopagan spirituality, often polytheistic and evoking a pre-Christian matriarchy, became 
significant forces in American social movements in the late 1970s (169–75). This current of 
thought emphasised the contingency of humans’ alienation from nature and the role of 
patriarchy in that separation. The tradition was taken forward into the twenty-first century by 
writers including Starhawk, who would go on to play a prominent role in the anti-globalisation 
movement in the U.S. (Epstein 170). In evoking these ideas and practices, Off the Map’s Kika 
and Hibickina emphasise connections between their childhood belief in the supernatural, the 
experiences they describe in the book, and their political commitments: as one passage attests: 
“This is the place we’ve been looking for since we were small girls chasing fairies in the 
garden, high schoolers in scowls and witchy black clothes, angry young women who want to 
get out, out of the systems we hate & learn to shape our own lives” (18). Swimming out to an 
island on the Costa Brava, one of the narrators connects the possibility of magic to the question 
of (in)humanity by declaring herself only quasi-human: “I had outsmarted banks and logic and 
all the pessimistic realists in the world and swum like a mermaid to the edges of my own 
daydream” (73). Not only bureaucratic rationality and the logic of realism and deferment, but 
also humanity itself, are imagined to be surpassed here. But this fleeting distance from one’s 
body and one’s surroundings does not last: “On second glance the rocks around me were 
covered in seagull shit, people on the boats passing by were staring at me, and in one of the 
rocky pockets where water was caught there was a strange pool of dark pink liquid” (73). 
 Witchcraft, for Douglas, is akin to dirt: both are ambiguous or interstitial phenomena, 
and seen as threatening for that reason (104–5). Appropriately then, dirt and grime are no less 




exploration of the possibilities of the inhuman and magical sit alongside their acknowledgment 
of the inevitability of filth: the morning after finding the world to be “steeped in profound and 
mystic meaning”, Kika wakes to “yet another revelation. Dog shit was an unavoidable fact of 
life”, found in this case underneath their sleeping bags (45). Dirt is not only a cause for bathos, 
though, but also the occasion for reassurance, as when Kika and Hibickina, “crustier than old 
bread”, find that “in Rennes, no one ... held back their smiles because of the faded raggedy tank 
tops welded over our pungent dirt-streaked skin” (83). CrimethInc.’s Days of War, Nights of 
Love similarly theorises cleanliness as “a measure with which the haves separated themselves 
from the have-nots ... used as a standard of worth by those with power to ascribe social status” 
(121). Cleanliness is indeed akin to godliness, the book asserts—and this is why cleanliness 
must be refused! CrimethInc.’s argument here is more iconoclastic than it is convincing, yet 
there is clearly something to an association of dirt and inhumanity not only with dropout 
mobility but also with anarchist precepts. As Simon Springer has argued, the persistent 
pejorative connection of anarchism with dirt can be turned on its head to entail a connection to 
the earth itself and an awareness of humans’ imbrication with nonhuman life. As Springer 
proposes, 
anarchism situates us not as pieces of the whole, as though we compose our connections 
as one might assemble a jigsaw puzzle, but rather it understands that the whole is a 
pattern that has no separate pieces ... We are forever the indignation, the grime under 
the heel, the antithesis of the false separation that pits us against each other and 
establishes a series of mistaken dominions over the planet. (4) 
This approximates the argument offered by Alejandro de Acosta, for whom anarchists’ “project 
is not to create alternative micro-societies ... that people can belong to, but something along 
the lines of becoming monsters. It is probable that anarchy has always had something to do 
with becoming monstrous” (§5). De Acosta’s account, when put into dialogue with dropout 
texts’ association of the monstrous or inhuman with dirt, mess and waste, is also suggestive of 




Dalakoglou and Yannis Kallianos’ discussion of the effects of sanitation workers’ strikes, 
impoverished rubbish-dump scavengers, and protesters deemed threats to health and safety in 
Athens during the Greek financial crisis (526–7); or in Maria Kaika’s discussion of the 
unexpected surfacing of otherwise hidden elements of urban domestic life in times of crisis 
(276). Conceived in this way, thinking about dirt and inhumanity allows for a rethinking of 
dropout culture itself: to imagine oneself to be a mermaid, witch or brain-guzzling zombie—
or indeed a bag of rubbish, or, for that matter, a parasite—is part of an anarchist anti-humanism. 
To drop out, and to encounter the contradictions that doing so engenders, is not so much a 
doomed attempt to find personal absolution or redemption as it is a conscious exodus from the 
field of humanity itself and embrace of the resulting crisis. 
 
Exodus and crisis: Expect Resistance 
In concluding, let us return once more to CrimethInc., and examine the last of the group’s three 
major narrative works, Expect Resistance (2008). If Expect Resistance is a narrative, it is not, 
however, solely or uncomplicatedly so. Unlike Evasion and Off the Map, it interweaves a 
narrative component with extended theoretical pieces (many previously published elsewhere) 
that are similar in tone and content to Days of War, Nights of Love. In fact, Expect Resistance 
takes pains to downplay its own cohesiveness, characterising itself in a preface as “just the 
scattered dust from explosions in the lives of strangers, hastily scribbled notes from bygone 
days when freedoms were fought for and won” (7). Unlike other CrimethInc. narratives 
discussed in this chapter, it is also fictional: rather than a first-hand account of the author or 
authors’ experiences, it traces the lives and political paths pursued by three characters, from 
their meeting at a campus occupation, through riots and summit protests, to an uncertain 
denouement. The narrative sections are printed in red text, the theoretical sections in black; 




and occasionally intersect. As in most anarchist literature, any simple didacticism—in which 
the narrative straightforwardly dramatises the lessons of the theoretical passages—is refused, 
as the book’s two parts sometimes intertwine more closely and at other times have their own 
autonomy. 
Expect Resistance is also a much more avowedly political narrative than either Evasion 
or Off the Map. While the former’s protagonist steadfastly refuses any entry into politics 
proper, and the latter’s authors’ pursuit of home in a series of squats only occasionally leads 
them into connection with political movements, Expect Resistance charts not only the messy 
interpersonal relationships of its three central characters but also the political struggles which 
lay at their root. This is doubtless in part motivated by security culture concerns: it is safe to 
say that anarchist fiction can more easily discuss insurrectionary activity than anarchist life-
writing, since fiction carries much less of a risk of incrimination; and, concomitantly, that 
anarchist life-writing is more likely to focus on para- or anti-political themes—such as dropout 
culture, travel without money and life without work. Nonetheless, Expect Resistance does 
theorise movement and exodus, departure and flight, in ways that both cleave to and differ from 
the accounts presented in other CrimethInc. texts. One of the book’s three protagonists, 
Marshall, enters into politics from a familiar background of shoplifting and dumpster diving: 
his contribution of dumpstered food and camping gear to the students’ anti-sweatshop 
occupation brings him into the orbit of a space which has already come to function, in the 
unnamed North American city where the novel begins, more as a community-wide locus for 
action than a campaign to draw concessions from the university administration (15). Another 
of the three central characters, Pablo, takes flight from his job as a journalist, and from its 
values, while waiting in an airport (34). Another character, Kate encourages the declaration of 
the occupation in order to ensure she has somewhere to live rent-free (15). In the text’s first 




actually began: was it at the occupation, or was it “long before that—when Elijah showed me 
how to hide a chicken patty under my salad so I could afford a complete lunch from the school 
cafeteria, when Kate’s father called up the power company and told them to disconnect him 
from the grid, [or] when Pablo stormed out of the airport instead of flying to see his boss” (14)? 
The second of these moments of departure goes unexplained until the final pages of the book, 
when Marshall recounts the story of Kate’s father, who, learning about the harmful effects of 
a nearby nuclear power plant, can’t fathom the idea of merely signing a petition and instead 
calls up the power company and insists they disconnect his home from the power grid “and get 
it the hell off my property, or else I’m gonna do it myself!” (331). Marshall sees the man’s no-
half-measures approach as exemplary: “Give us one hundred women and men like him and 
we’ll finish this thing right now” (331). What emerges from these passages is a more open-
ended approach to dropping out: whether in the traditional CrimethInc. mode, like Marshall, 
or out of necessity, like Kate; whether a disenchanted white-collar professional like Pablo, or 
an obstreperous Thoreauvian who finds compromise incomprehensible like Kate’s dad, all may 
be of equal import. As CrimethInc.’s manifesto “To Change Everything” (2018) concludes: 
“The secret is to begin” (n.p.). 
Throughout Expect Resistance, concepts of flight and freedom are developed in relation 
to the capitalist recuperation and commodification of the same phenomena. Pablo, waiting for 
his delayed flight after passing through a series of security checkpoints, considers the 
millennia-old human dream of flight, from Daedalus to the Wright Brothers, and how their 
mysticism and quixotism has been turned into the miserable bureaucracy of the modern airport 
(22–3). The prospect of getting on the plane fills him with a dread that has nothing to do with 
aerophobia; rather, what depresses him is the realisation that while 
[t]he challenge of flight had commanded the passions of the boldest and bravest of my 
ancestors ... when our plane took off, after ignoring the droning safety presentation, 
their heirs would peer briefly out tiny double-plated windows at the carved-up 




dreamed of flying, and we needed movies to numb our boredom in the air! (23, emphasis 
as original) 
The realisation of this madness—that flying has entirely lost touch with “the daredevils and 
voyagers of times past”—triggers a succession of other revelations (23). “[I]f flying was not 
really flying,” Pablo asks himself, “what about travel itself, or dining, sex, work, friendship, 
romance, life? What if they, too, were not themselves?” (23). CrimethInc.’s Situationist 
inheritance, discussed above, is again apparent here (and, as in Days of War, it carries the 
questionable suggestion that each of these practices can be regained in its pure form without 
mediation). What is more significant, though, is the central role ascribed to movement and 
travel as a privileged symbol of the way apparent routes of escape are recuperated as structures 
reinforcing authority: as Deleuze predicted in his late work on the control society, “by making 
highways, you multiply the means of control.... [P]eople can travel infinitely and ‘freely’ 
without being confined while being perfectly controlled. That is our future” (“What Is the 
Creative Act?” 322). This problem is reflected in the narrative, as the realisation that “the real 
flight my civilization offered held no attraction” leads to the realisation that another kind of 
“leap into thin air” is possible (24)—if only Pablo can rid himself, as Urquhart and others who 
chart an anarchist anti-humanism do, of the idea “that those who do not play their parts in 
society are failures, parasites” (25). 
 Later in the text, having heard of the success of the university occupation, Samia—who 
is, alongside Marshall and Pablo, the last of the three protagonists—sets out on her own 
journey. Hopping freight trains, hitchhiking and stopping at squats and rural communes, she 
breathlessly recounts the “revelation ... that there were people like us everywhere, fighting 
similar fights and chasing dreams that resonated with mine” (143). While these experiences 
and discoveries, and the lyrical tone in which they’re related, call to mind the itineraries of 
Evasion and especially Off the Map, the fact that they’re both dispensed with in two pages and 




from Expect Resistance. Indeed, CrimethInc., speaking through the character of Samia, even 
seems to have assimilated aspects of its critics’ arguments in the more recent text, with the 
character worrying that nomadic anarchists might wind up “doomed to wander endlessly like 
earthbound ghosts, combing the world in search of wonder and community and struggle 
without ever stopping anywhere long enough to cultivate them” (146). The essay that precedes 
Samia’s account, entitled “You Can Run But You Can’t Hide,” elaborates on this point. It 
begins by articulating a familiar critique of tourism as a practice of sheltered disconnection 
from the world—whether this critique has itself been assimilated and “travel,” as tourism’s 
riskier, more authentic opposite, been similarly commodified, is less clear—but continues with 
a Thoreauvian proposal for political action: the anarchist ought “to travel ... [i]n place” by 
“seiz[ing] familiar parts of this planet and mak[ing] them unfamiliar” (142, emphasis as 
original). “In traveling in place,” the essay continues, “we can rediscover the art of participation 
that is essential for any adventuring—and finally set out on a journey, rather than yet another 
flight” (142). That is to say, as both Samia and Pablo’s experiences indicate, flight must be 
reconceived as exodus from existing social relations and as the determined collective 
construction of anarchist alternatives; it must take its leave from the Lawrentian demoniac 
movement of Evasion, and reconnect with a broader vision of social transformation. 
This form of flight becomes both concrete and vitally necessary as the fragmentary 
narrative of Expect Resistance comes to foreground questions of anarchist organising in 
contexts of crisis and catastrophe. The precise form taken by the social turmoil that unfolds 
mostly in the background of the narrative remains unclear, but its contours are similar to those 
of the overdetermined apocalypse confronted by the authors of the “Letter of Solidarity from 
the Year 3017” discussed in chapter 1. A passage in red text, though not clearly attributable to 
any of the three protagonists, relates: 
Then the catastrophes began: terrorist attacks, wars, hurricanes, pandemics. Or perhaps 




were sufficiently disrupted.... Faced with actual upheaval, those of us who had been 
playing at revolution froze, wracked by guilt as if our own subversive desires had 
somehow invited that chaos into the world.... Our entire approach had been predicated 
on the exaggerated placidity of the order we opposed; now that the curtain had been 
pulled back from the abyss, we were utterly at a loss. (184) 
When a power cut hits the unnamed city, the characters debate whether it’s the result of 
“terrorist shit”, an accident, “or even one of us” (310). The picture painted is certainly of the 
future, but its difference from 2008 or 2021 is one of extent, not of kind. Confronted with a 
conjuncture resembling what Evan Calder Williams has referred to as a “durational apocalypse 
that we can never escape because it never starts definitively” (209), the anarchists’ fundamental 
presuppositions are shaken. In this context, escape and flight necessarily take on new valences: 
as the narrative returns to Pablo’s perspective, he dwells on the lessons to be learned from the 
attempt by Allied prisoners of war in Colditz Castle to construct a glider—a feat of ingenuity 
in the most desperate circumstances which was, in the end, rendered unnecessary by the Nazi 
surrender (196). The glider, Pablo is at pains to point out, “was assembled entirely out of parts 
of the prison” (196). Even in conditions of crisis and oppression, then, structures of power 
contain materials that can be repurposed as machines for confrontation, or at least survival. 
The final red-text passages of the book outline the resistance one can expect to result 
from that survival: 
When they send in the National Guard, we’ll take chainsaws to the telephone poles to 
halt their progress—and they’ll throw down their guns when they see their nieces and 
nephews on the other side of the barricades. That night, we’ll drag all the furniture out 
of the offices and department stores to build great bonfires in the intersections; we’ll sit 
around them, passing food and drink and telling the unbelievable stories of how we 
arrived there. 
The next morning we’ll venture out one by one, then in pairs, to survey the 
remains—and perhaps after the initial shock it will appear to us as a great playground. 
(339) 
These future-tense passages in the third-person plural (again in red text but not attributable to 
any one character) continue in the same vein, listing emblems of revolutionary transformation 
both emotional and material. The husks of industrial machinery will demonstrate their own 




apples; monuments will be torn down “like the Communards did in Paris” (339). Vitally, this 
is a vision of a revolution in process, and that process is one of creative destruction: rather than 
offering a blueprint for the “anarchist society,” CrimethInc. are content to describe the 
exhilaration that will result from the opportunity “to “meet our oppressors in open war instead 
of having to smuggle ourselves through their checkpoints” (339). For all CrimethInc.’s 
immediatism, the account of revolution in Expect Resistance is by no means instantaneous or 
even temporally bounded: 
A decade to track down technicians to disable warheads and deactivate nuclear power 
plants; a generation to replace grocery stores with gardens and cough syrup with 
licorice root; a century for dairy cows and toy poodles to go feral; five hundred years 
to melt down cannons into wine goblets, water pipes, and sleigh bells; a millennium for 
the dandelions growing out of the sidewalk to become redwoods. 
Or else none of this will happen, but we will have the adventure of our lives; 
and if we meet again, we will build another castle in the sky. (342) 
This final paragraph is Expect Resistance’s final statement on praxis: revolution is possible, 
even from the depths of the political morass in which its characters find themselves (given in 
the form of a final list: bombs, power plants, domesticated beasts, artillery, cities themselves), 
but its temporality is only secondarily—“or else”—that of the everyday and immediate. The 
necessity of travelling in place to a better world is also the necessity of confronting durational 
apocalypse with an acknowledgement that anarchism must itself be a project of prolonged 
transformation. While in Evasion no true escape is possible, and Days of War, Nights of Love 
argues escape is nonetheless a necessity, Expect Resistance finds that the only possible escape 






This thesis began with the book bloc: the tactic which shot to prominence a decade ago in 
which protesters daub the names of books onto shields to be used defensively or offensively 
on the streets. As I proposed in the introduction, the texts discussed in the intervening chapters 
are textual weapons too, or aspire to be. If they are not yet they may one day be; it took decades, 
after all, for Brave New World or Invisible Man to become items in an armoury. The history of 
the book bloc in the UK is not one I can describe entirely dispassionately. As an undergraduate 
I helped make them out of drawers from a chest of drawers (holes drilled in the sides and 
bungee cords poked through for handles), or else plastic crates (a sofa cushion inside for 
padding, a rectangle of painted cardboard attached to the front). Some of the authors and texts 
discussed in this thesis featured: Berkman, Foucault, Laura Oldfield Ford. Sometimes they 
were more useful, sometimes less: unexpectedly, they were good for blocking the view of 
journalists at certain pivotal moments; predictably, they were a bit too cumbersome to drag 
around for long and a bit too fragile for any sustained combat. The cops became familiar with 
the tactic before too long, and the focus of struggles moved off-campus and away from 
education narrowly construed toward a focus on housing and rent. Still, in the years that 
followed the formative 2010 movement against tuition fees the book bloc felt like a necessary 
and exciting tactical development. 
 I mention this history because it is, perhaps, hard to square with my own subsequent 
retreat from anything so exciting and into—this. Or, to put it differently, to move from campus 
organising into academia may be entirely too obvious and predictable a move. Rather than 
worrying over this point in a narcissistic or moralistic way, though, I would like to use part of 
this conclusion to ask the same question that has structured this thesis—what are the political 
effects of texts?—and turn it in on itself to consider the effects of research per se and anarchist 




benefit to those movements has been of some interest to scholars in the social sciences, who 
have answered consistently in the affirmative. Claims to produce “movement-relevant theory” 
(Bevington and Dixon), to do “militant research” (Colectivo Situaciones), or to be a 
“researcher-activist” (Naegler 30), proliferate. These claims are often not entirely convincing, 
and in literary studies they may be especially so: the aims and functions of academia and of 
movements are simply too divergent for any such straightforward merging of roles. The 
Autonomous Geographies Collective’s appraisal of their research project offers a degree of 
self-awareness that other accounts lack: they describe the scepticism and hostility they faced 
from their research participants (251–3), and argue that the idea that academics should do 
“action-oriented research” risks reaffirming the gap between the university and the real world, 
or between the intellectual and the activist, that it purports to bridge (249–50). As I have made 
clear throughout this thesis, I do not accept the charge that “literature makes nothing happen”. 
Whether literary criticism makes anything happen, on the other hand, remains an open and 
fraught question. 
 Nonetheless, it is possible to derive from anarchism and anarchist literary 
instrumentalism some of the contours of an anarchist approach to the discipline of literary 
studies. Clues to such an approach are found in recent anarchist and anarchistic developments 
in other disciplines. An approach to literary studies that reflected anarchist priorities would 
surely have to become a holistic critique of itself, in a similar sense to that of anarchist 
criminology or certain tendencies in critical management studies. In the former case, an 
explicitly anarchist approach to criminology’s central questions has sought to do away with 
most of the discipline’s presuppositions, including its purported neutrality, and so set itself in 
overt political opposition to other schools (see Ferrell, “Against”; Nocella et al.; Tifft and 
Sullivan). The latter, meanwhile, has involved turning a critical focus on the discipline’s 




not only “inside and against the university” (Kay n.p.), or “in but not of” it (Harney and Moten 
26), but additionally inside and against, in but not of the discipline. In literary studies, work 
along these lines was begun in the 1970s and 1980s, typically in Marxist and/or feminist 
registers: Francis Mulhern identified literary criticism as “the focal activity of a discourse 
whose foremost general cultural function is the repression of politics” (331); while Terry 
Eagleton, turning to literary pedagogy, argued that “[f]rom the infant school to the University 
faculty, literature is a vital instrument for the insertion of individuals into the perceptual and 
symbolic forms of the dominant ideological formation” (Criticism 56). Following Eagleton, 
Gauri Viswanathan documented the imbrication of the discipline in its earliest formations with 
colonial rule in India; and Nancy Armstrong argued that, in eighteenth-century England, prior 
to the formation of English literature as a discipline, the dissemination of fiction served to 
undermine the incipient revolutionary potential of working-class literacy (17)—an account 
similar to David Musselwhite’s formulation of the “novel as narcotic”, that is to say, as a 
depoliticising force, in the 1830s and 1840s (209). In each of these cases literary scholars have 
examined the functions and effects of their discipline in order to understand the iniquitous 
purposes to which it has at times been turned. These perspectives have, somewhere along the 
way, fallen out of favour, but a revitalisation would surely be part of an anarchist approach to 
the discipline. 
Any such revitalisation would doubtless be informed by more recent attention to the 
prospect of the decolonisation of the curriculum, of the discipline, or of the university 
(Bhambra et al.; Boyce Davies; Gopal). This orientation, taken seriously, rather than as a 
buzzword or marketing strategy, would mean attention to the constitutive role played by 
imperial violence, past and present, in institutions, traditions and disciplines, and efforts to 
undo that legacy. A growing body of anarchist engagement with the problem of decolonisation 




the problem of neoliberal higher education has impeded the development of a sustained 
dialogue with movements to decolonise the university. An approach to the discipline and to the 
university of the kind I describe would offer a partial resolution to a problem posed by Foucault 
in an interview reflecting on the aftermath and legacy of May 1968: “Should we decide that 
the question was settled in May, that the university has broken down, and that we can now 
move on to other concerns? ... Or is this merely a way of evading a fact that continues to 
embarrass me: namely, that the university structure remains intact and that we must continue 
to fight in this arena?” (“Revolutionary” 223). Either way, anarchist literary scholarship is not 
here yet, and the university continues to twist and turn underneath us, with the effect that what 
it means to be “in the university” at all continues to shift. 
 Indeed, over the last eighteen months, what it means to be “in the university” has shifted 
in one particularly obvious and unavoidable way: we have, in this period of lockdowns and 
partial reopenings, seldom set foot on campus. The effects of this are multifarious and doubtless 
will continue to take new forms: the loss of a common space has inhibited research, pedagogy 
and the possibility of collective organising among both staff and students, and reinforced 
entrenched inequalities. In place of the campus, we inhabit a transformed domestic space at 
some distance from the productively unstable anarchist (neo)domesticity I describe in chapter 
2: the home has moved from the unexamined background to the anxious foreground of the lives 
of many, as it has become structured by rhythms of work and, for the first few months of the 
pandemic at least, been positioned in opposition to outdoor spaces associated with the prospect 
of infection (see Milligan, Nil Mata Reyes). (In terms of the account of domesticity I gave in 
chapter 2, it is also significant that, for many, COVID-19 restrictions have tended to make the 
home a space of no sex.) In addition to restructuring domesticity, the pandemic, in all its 




the problems of representing overlapping crises with which contemporary anarchist sci-fi, as 
discussed in chapter 1, also grapples. 
This thesis concerns the contemporary United States, and the pandemic is only one of 
several political paradigm shifts that have occurred in the time it has taken to write it, all 
pertinent to anarchism and the problems of representation I have foregrounded throughout. 
Another would be the playing-out and end of the Trump presidency (it may be too soon, though, 
to declare the end of the Trump era), throughout which certain questions about Americanness, 
anarchism, memory and white supremacy discussed in chapter 4 have resonated. The Trump 
presidency began with the arrest of dozens of anarchists, as well as a good number of journalists 
and bystanders, in the mobilisation against his inauguration, a mobilisation which in its tactics 
and target clearly drew upon the earlier anti-globalisation mobilisations described in chapter 3 
(if the 2017 action did not generate as many report-backs and communiqués, this may be the 
product of the security culture concerns addressed in chapter 1). Perhaps most important for an 
anarchist appraisal of the Trump era, though, would be the summer 2020 uprising following 
the murder of George Floyd. A paradigm-shifting event in its own right, the long-term meaning 
of the rebellion remains uncertain in summer 2021, but something of the sense of rupture and 
solidarity, of the formation of new subjectivities, collectivities and knowledges, found in anti-
globalisation-era communiqués certainly persists in anarchists’ and others’ accounts of the 
events (see Anonymous, “Dispatch”; CrimethInc., “Siege”; I. Robinson). Anarchists trumpeted 
a poll finding that 54 percent of Americans believed the burning of the third police precinct in 
Minneapolis to be justified, as opposed to 42 percent approval for Trump and 22 percent 
approval for Congress (Monmouth University Polling Institute), as further evidence of 
widespread dissatisfaction with representative institutions and acknowledgement of direct 
action’s necessity. The tenacity of activists in Portland, who continued in the Pacific Northwest 




federal paramilitary police for months after the rebellion subsided elsewhere, ought also to be 
mentioned. But the rebellion did subside, and the awareness, identified by the Free Association 
at the end of the anti-globalisation era, that one must inevitably “come back ‘down to earth’” 
(46), was no less keenly felt. 
The last four years have also been marked by ongoing contestations around the role of 
political representation, and the value of engagement with representative institutions for 
liberatory projects. As I suggested in chapter one, Simon Tormey’s 2015 diagnosis of an “end 
of representative politics” turned out to be premature: with the devotion of significant numbers 
of radicals’ energies toward Bernie Sanders’ presidential campaigns in the U.S., and to the 
Labour Party in the UK since 2015 (and elsewhere, groupings like Podemos and Barcelona en 
Comú in Spain, and, previously SYRIZA in Greece—the latter perhaps the greatest success 
and most abysmal failure of any such project), movements and individuals hitherto committed 
to direct action and horizontalism made their peace with formal, representative politics. This is 
not the end of the story, however: with the failure of these electoral projects, we may no longer 
be in a moment marked by a détente with representation, or even in a moment characterised by 
the syncretic orientation described by David J. Bailey and colleagues, which combines 
traditional and prefigurative approaches (16–18). Perhaps the U.S., where the Trump era has 
also seen the emergence or re-emergence of a direct-action anti-fascist sensibility, is the best 
guide to what the 2020s may hold: perhaps the moment we are entering is one exemplified less 
by re-energised electoral projects and more by the fist hitting Richard Spencer’s face on 
inauguration day in 2017 or the torching of the third precinct in Minneapolis. If, indeed, 
representation has once again fallen out of favour, this not only suggests the return of an 
anarchistic orientation in contemporary radical politics, but also the necessity of an anarchist 
literary instrumentalism for a critical response to the present climate. As such, it is important 




regard, our reading of D. H. Lawrence in chapter 3 provides an alternative perspective on the 
Trump era: as Lawrence saw, violence and racial terror may be at times overt and at times more 
obscure, but either way are built into the foundations of the American project. Likewise, as we 
saw with the “Letter from the Year 3017” in chapter 1, unforeseeable and unthinkable 
existential threats are not exactly new either, but rather cut through late modernity. 
In this conclusion I have tried to respond to problems surrounding anarchism’s place in 
the academy and in literary studies, and to the directions suggested for anarchist literary studies 
by contemporary political events, while drawing together the various strands of the thesis. This 
is a provisional outline of work still to be done, partial in both senses of the word; it is certainly 
not meant as a prediction. I suggested in the introduction that the last twenty years have given 
only fleeting glimpses of the heralded “anarchist century”, marked by a succession of advances 
and retreats in anarchism’s fortunes. This ambivalence is likely to be with us for some time. If 
anarchism’s periods of prominence and its spells in abeyance converge to produce a 
contemporary anarchist literature that performs functions for both the anarchism of the streets 
and anarchism as a subculture, then each side is of great importance for understanding the 
possibilities suggested by literary forms of resistance to contemporary conditions. In their 
negotiations with representation and their pursuit of a role for the text in, or as, direct action, 
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